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Note on references 

References within the text are to the following sources: 

H the Hamburg Edition of Goethe's works in 14 
volumes, edited by Erich Tnmzi original impression, 
Hamburg 1948-60. 

E Goethe's conversations as recorded, with dates, in 
the last decade of his life by his amanuensis Johann 
Peter Eckermann. 

D Goethe's diary of the journey from Karlsbad to 
Rome in autumn 1786 (not in H). 

Goethe's letters are referred to by date only. Most of 
those quoted can be found in the four-volume selection 
edited by Karl Robert Mandelkow, Hamburg 1962-7, 
uniform with the Hamburg Edition of the works. 

Sources for the quotations from other writers are given 
on pp. 103-5. 



Introduction 

Goethe's name inspires for the most part only a vague 
respect in the English-speaking world. He is known to be 
a pinnacle of European literature, 'Gouty' alongside 
'Daunty' and 'Shopkeeper' in James Joyce's three-man 
poetic firm. But to many English readers it is no longer 
clear why, though they may be aware that he wrote a 
famous Faust. In the nineteenth century it was different. 
The English Romantics knew Goethe's work and recog­
nised his achievement, individual and national. Byron 
addressed him as 'first of existing writers, who has 
created the literature of his own country and illustrated 
that of Europe'. Goethe had provided models for some of 
Byron's dramatic work and a major stimulus for Scott's 
historical novels. By 1830 he was an established name in 
Britain, despite some reputation among the less open­
minded for blasphemy and immorality. (Coleridge resisted 
the temptation to translate Faust, fearing guilt-by­
association.) For the more cosmopolitan Victorians­
Carlyle, Matthew Arnold, George Eliot-Goethe was 
unquestionably a major force in the shaping of modern 
culture, a touchstone for contemporary greatness and 
'the Wisest of our Time' (Carlyle). 

This last was insidious praise. When the nineteenth­
century tradition of firsthand contact with German 
culture was lost, wisdom-not the most immediately 
exciting of literary qualities-was what remained of 
Goethe's repute. It attached itself to that other uninviting 
creation of the nineteenth century, Goethe the cultural 
monument. In his later lifetime, travelling notables had 
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Goethe 

called on him in Weimar and left accounts of their 
encounters with the 'Olympian'-his grand manner on 
these stiff occasions must surely have owed a good deal 
to embarrassment. The lesser mortals of his entourage 
recorded and subsequently published their conversations 
with him in his later years. His pronouncements, 
sometimes all too plainly induced ('I asked Goethe what 
he thought about ... ') came to seem part of the corpus of 
his work, apodictic and firm beside the more fluid 
utterances of poetry. 

Then, from the last decades of the century on, German 
academics in the new specialised career of 'Goethe phil­
ology' laboured devotedly to organise the vast materials 
of his life and works: the great editions, the innumerable 
records and reports, the fifteen thousand letters. But they 
avoided and even discouraged open discussion of the 
literary values which their activity presupposed. To the 
outside observer, Goethe was a dignified national pos­
session half-hidden behind a scaffolding of scholarship, a 
long row of leatherbound volumes in the bourgeois 
bookcase. Reverence was the premiss, and unquestioned 
reverence can block the live flow of communication 
with a writer's work. The flow is still not restored in 
Germany, where the rigid positions of the past are 
blamed on the poet himself. Meanwhile outside Germany 
the dominant image is still that of the ponderous sage of 
Weimar. It is an image of stasis and age, not of creative 
vigour: 'gouty' indeed. 

Yet what marks Goethe out in every phase of his long 
life is an essentially youthful creativity, a gift for starting 
afresh time and again with new materials and a new 
impulse, what he himself called 'repeated puberty' and 
'sloughing off skins' IE II March r828; H 1.324). Inspiration 
and spontaneity returned without fail. If he became an 
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'old' public figure, and eventually also in some measure a 
sage, he stayed a 'young' poet. When he fell in love yet 
again at seventy-four with a girl aged seventeen, and on 
losing her wrote one of his finest poems, a massive and 
majestic elegy bitterly rejecting all the hard-won principles 
on which his latter years were built, it was only an 
extreme instance of the way he could cast off habit and 
create new form. He lived by self-renewal, going beyond 
each rounded achievement to find himself again in a 
new world, shaping his experience in a sequence of 
ethical and aesthetic modes any one of which was 
enough to make a lasting reputation. Each adds some­
thing substantial to our picture not just of Goethe but of 
man and his place, extends the range of formal virtuosity, 
opens up new depths of psychological probing, taps new 
sources-Germanic, Graeco-Roman, Persian, Chinese, 
humanistic, scientific-of cultural enrichment. 

So for sixty years, from 1770 till his death in 1832, 
Goethe's development was the centre of a German 
national literature which he raised, largely through his 
own accomplishments but also through his inspiration, 
from an uncertain infancy and dependence on foreign 
models to a point where it was felt to be the main 
spiritual energy of Europe; so much so that even a culture 
as insular and accustomed to supremacy as that of France 
sought new stimulus from it. 

The medium of Goethe's explorations may be verse or 
prose, drama, novel or poem, scientific or aesthetic essay 
or travel record, autobiography or letter. For him each is a 
means dictated by the occasion and the experience he is 
responding to, often taken up unplanned under the 
immediate stress of that experience. He is not, as the 
specialised professional writer is, committed to 'litera­
ture' as such or to any one of its forms. The production of 
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his next novel or play is rarely an end in itself. He is not 
writing primarily for the market. The overriding aim is 
self-expression and communication. In the autobiography 
Poetry and Truth (Dichtung und Wahrheit) he called his 
works 'fragments of a great confession' (H 9.283), and it 
has since been a truism to speak of him as a confessional 
writer. But equally important in that famous formulation 
is the idea that works are inescapably fragments-that is, 
that even the most perfect forms remain partial 
achievements within the complex continuum of a life. 

Not that Goethe was careless of form. He set great 
store by formal perfection, frequently pursued it with 
extreme deliberateness and sophistication, and just as 
frequently achieved it (especially in his poetry) with 
demonstrable effortlessness. In his Classical phase he 
raised form to a supreme principle, and jointly with 
Schiller he did more than any previous German writer to 
secure the status of literary works as privileged utterances 
which cannot be simplistically impugned on moral, 
doctrinal or legal grounds. Yet in the last analysis he still 
does not detach form from life as an absolute value. Art 
remained for him unquestionably in the service of life, 
just as it depended on life for its impulse and material. 
To the last he insisted that 'the substance of poetry is the 
substance of our own life' (H 12.361 ). So although Goethe 
is very far from being a conventional moralist, his 
writings are in the broadest sense ethical and not merely 
aesthetic in their allegiance. 

His outward life is quickly sketched. Johann Wolfgang 
Goethe was born in 1749 in the Free Imperial City of 
Frankfurt am Main. His father was a well-to-do bourgeois, 
trained in the law, and an Imperial Counsellor. His 
mother was a woman of outstanding vivacity and shrewd 
sense, much esteemed later as an acquaintance and 
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correspondent by the writers and princes with whom her 
son's fame brought her into contact. Her letters have the 
same overflowing spontaneous individuality as his, and 
he was to say that his 'happy nature' and pleasure in the 
imagination were an inheritance from her jH 1.320). Just 
as important, her loving care was the deepest source of 
that sense of being at home in life that shaped all his 
work. 

After studying law in Leipzig and Strasbourg, Goethe 
briefly practised in his home city. In 1775, on the strength 
of his reputation as author of a successful play and a 
sensational novel, he was invited to visit Carl August, 
Duke of Saxe-Weimar. The visit lasted: Weimar became 
Goethe's base for the rest of his life. In the first decade 
there he was burdened with administrative labours lhe 
had not been asked to stay on merely as a court poet) and 
he carried them out with as much efficiency and 
compassion as the system allowed. In 1786 he escaped 
from these duties and other problems and indulged in 
prolonged truancy in Italy, drawing and studying. This 
idyllic period was the happiest of his life and it revol­
utionised his vision of art and existence. He returned to 
Weimar having negotiated freer terms, no longer a full­
time administrator although still decidedly a beneficiary 
of feudal patronage-in this respect too he was indepen­
dent of the literary market. 

The waves of history rarely washed into his Weimar 
backwater. He travelled with the German princes' army 
which failed to defeat revolutionary France and restore 
the monarchy in 1792. Otherwise he moved only to visit 
Switzerland or the spas of Bohemia. The years of 'High 
Classicism', of which he was co-founder, coincided with 
a separate peace that took the North German states out 
of the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars. But in r8o6 
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the renewal of war caught up with him when French 
troops flooded through Weimar after the battle of Jena. 
(His long-established mistress Christiane Vulpius safe­
guarded his household, and he was moved to marry her.) 
As Carl August's adviser he knew political realities at 
the level of the German mini-state, he met some of the 
principal figures in the Europe of his day, spoke with 
Napoleon and Metternichi but he never had political 
influence in the larger context. 'Statesman' would be a 
misnomer. 

The first half of Goethe's life coincided with the later 
Enlightenment. Though he is not usually thought of as 
part of it, its principles are present in his work as an 
unspoken foundation: empiricism, attachment to the 
sensuous world, intellectual independence and secular­
ism, confidence in man's nature and particularly in his 
own, a forthright clarity of thought. If he said little about 
these things as principles, that is because he was busy 
living them and charging them with the vitality of his 
personal mode of vision and experience. Against this 
background, the main event of Goethe's intellectual life 
in his early years was the encounter in Strasbourg with 
Johann Gottfried Herder, whose philosophy of culture 
perfectly accommodated and confirmed the young poet's 
creative impulses and thematic interests. The first years 
in Weimar stimulated Goethe's interest in science, and 
for the rest of his life science was a major preoccupation 
and a complement-in a very integral sense-to hi· 
poetic work. Then in his middle years came the friendshi; 
with Friedrich Schiller, himself a great poet and tragic 
dramatist, and also a brilliant aesthetic theorist and 
critic. His perception and description of Goethe's poetic 
nature and its unique value in modern Europe added a 
dimension to Goethe's awareness and gave his creativity 
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new impetus. The two men's highly productive partner­
ship between 1794 and Schiller's death in rBos provided 
Germany with a belated Classicism and, for the first 
time, a centre of literary authority, Weimar. Young 
writers were drawn there, especially the members of 
what became the self-consciously new 'Romantic' group. 
Goethe remained cautious in his dealings with them, 
aware that their praise of his work and affinities with his 
thought masked deeper divergences of outlook and 
poetic aims. After Schiller's death he was left essentially 
alone, known to the whole of Europe but lacking 
intimates of stature, living in and for his art and science. 
His intellectual activity was unabated, his lyrical poetry 
still flowing, the drama Faust and his autobiography only 
just completed, when he died in March 1832, halfway 
through his eighty-third year. 



I Individual 

Poetry 

Goethe is above all else a poet. He was the first to 
explore fully (which means that he virtually created) the 
expressive registers of modern German. His phrasing, 
cadences and rhythms mark out the emotional bounds 
of the language and establish its poetic character as 
Shakespeare's do for English and Pushkin's for Russian. 
They are part of the national consciousness and the 
stock of near-proverbial formulations. Along with Luther's 
Bible translation, they helped create the German cul­
tural identity. 

That is for present purposes a problem. Since the finest 
poetry does not readily translate, how can Goethe's 
literary achievement be suggested? No English version 
has yet managed to render adequately the feel of ?is 
poems or (despite many attempts) of his Faust, whtch 
lives by the power and beauty of characteristic poetic 
speech rather than by strictly dramatic qualities. Even 
so the vital effect of Goethe's poetry is not wholly shut 
a~ay in an unfamiliar language or the history of a 
foreign culture. Though its immediate texture cannot be 
conveyed, the conceptions and responses which make 
the substance of the poems can be, and they are exciting 
and exemplary enough. They too are in their way 
historic, but fit into a familiar pattern: the situation in 
which the poems arise, and their relation to the modes 
they replace, are part of a process that began all over 
Europe in the late eighteenth century. In that broad 
context, Goethe-certainly the young Goethe-is a 
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Romantic. Nevertheless, he cannot be fully assimilated 
into that movement. The light he casts on it, on its 
problems and its immense historical aftermath, is 
distinctive and radically challenging. 

Young poets have to begin somewhere; usually they 
follow the fashions that prevail around them. For a 
while, as a student at Leipzig, Goethe plays at poetry as a 
party-game, writes elegant banalities about maidens, 
zephyrs, groves and stolen kisses. But meantime his 
letters are already expressing a personality too vigorous 
to be contained for long by rococo artifice. This real 
voice of the letters breaks into his poetry in the early 
seventies, in Strasbourg. Or rather, around Strasbourg, 
because the crucial thing now and for the rest of his life 
is the reality of the natural world that meets and 
matches his vigour of feeling and keenness of percep­
tion. He experiences the external world through avid 
senses, and his response becomes the shape of his poems. 

Eighteenth-century poetry before this had largely been 
cooped up in the drawing-room of social emotions or the 
schoolroom of received doctrines. If it looked out of the 
windows, it was only at the tamed nature to be found in 
orderly gardens. Its formal patterns were similarly 
restricted: 'lyrical' stanzas jingled, earnest disquisitions 
plodded, fables tried to lighten the journey towards 
predictable conclusions, rhyme and rhythm did as they 
were told. Only one earlier German poet, Klopstock, had 
tried to free himself with grandiose verbal and rhythmic 
gestures. But his poems (as the great critic Lessing said) 
are so filled with feeling that it is often hard to feel 
anything when reading them. The emotions are too 
actively induced, and they assail us with a demanding 
rhetoric. They are also often specifically religious emo­
tions, a 'sublime' intensification of the same Christian 
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orthodoxy which had for so long set limits to poetic 
expression, and were thus a dubious liberation. 

Goethe, by contrast, escapes fully into the real world 
about him. It is an escape which poetry had in a sense 
been looking forward to since long before his century. 
From Roman times poets had intermittently appealed 
against the forced formality of social life, its great houses 
and artificial gardens with their 'adulterous' graftings, 
and pointed to the open fields where (in Andrew 
Marvell's words) 'willing nature does to all dispense/ A 
Wild and fragrant innocence'. But they had scarcely gone 
out into that so enticingly evoked realm to explore it. 
Even the precociously modern Petrarch, who 'wandered 
free and alone among the mountains, forests and streams', 
did not do so for long without being troubled by 
theological objections to such a concern with earthly 
things; and he certainly did not introduce these realities 
into the stylised world of his poetry. There was only one 
tradition in which the countryside necessarily figured, 
namely pastoral. But at least until the late eighteenth 
century, it stylised the realities of nature (not to 
mention country labour) out of existence altogether. 

Goethe does what his timorous predecessors had not. 
He becomes consciously a 'wanderer', moving through 
what he variously calls 'the free world', 'the full world', 
'the open world'; and the rhythms of his movement as 
he trudges across muddy fields in the pouring rain, or 
rides through the Alsace countryside to a lovers' meet­
ing, or is rowed in a boat on Lake Zurich, are directly felt 
in his poetry. Few other poets draw us so powerfully into 
their specific experience and so enrich the emotional 
with the physical. Goethe is a real presence in natural 
surroundings which he makes equally real through 
intense and exact perceptions-dusk hanging on the 
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mountains, darkness looking out like eyes from among 
the foliage of trees, stars of sunlight winking on morning 
wave-crests-but above all (since no description can 
fully capture reality) through the evocation of his 
matching response, so that we know what it felt like to 
be that individual, there, then. The poems grow out of a 
particular occasion in the poet's life, wholly personal yet 
also (it turns out) wholly communicable. Where the 
term 'occasional poem' had previously meant the most 
deliberate rhetorical treatment of a public theme-the 
battles and birthdays of the powerful-it came to mean 
for Goethe the new poetic process of giving spontaneous 
expression to a distinctive experience (H I0-48; I 3-39). 

This approach brings conventional poetic modes vividly 
and unconventionally to life. Like no other spring poem 
before it, Goethe's 'Maifest' (May Festival) links the 
energies that thrust upwards through earth, branches 
and the throats of birds with the answering exclamations 
that thrust up within the poet, excited, uninhibited, 
nai:ve in a positive sense. The traditional lovers' meeting 
is similarly renewed: the poet rides out into the evening 
countryside, we see with his eyes as he forges through 
the dusk, and the patterns of objects and spaces moving 
before him people his imagination with monsters. When 
the lovers have met, and parted, we share his view of her 
through tears as she turns away-1 follow the authentic 
unrevised version of the poem 'Willkommen und 
Abschied' (Welcome and Parting)-and are caught up in 
the affirmation that grows as an immediate response to 
momentary sorrow: that, pain and all, to be loved and 
above all to love is an overriding good fortune. 

In both these poems the form is entirely regular. Yet 
there is no sense of rhetorical arrangement, only of 
necessary expression; no sense that language, verse, 
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stanza are imposing any kind of restraint on the flow and 
connection of ideas and feeling. A new force has been 
infused into traditional forms. Or rather, the sense of 
form as a chosen container, which dominated previous 
German poetry, has yielded to the sense of form as a 
garment shaping itself to the body of thought and 
emotion-or, better still, as itself the body into which 
thought and emotion have grown. This is even more 
apparent where the form is improvised and innovative, 
unique to the single occasion. True to T. S. Eliot's 
dictum that there is no separate entity 'free verse', only 
good verse, bad verse, and chaos, Goethe's 'free' verse 
takes firm and functionally necessary shape around the 
movements of his mind: for example, in 'Prometheus', 
which re-enacts the hero's proud independence of Zeus 
by its defiant verbal and rhythmic gestures; or in the 
complementary myth of 'Ganymed', where quite differ­
ent rhythms convey the ecstatic flow towards the boy's 
mystical union with Zeus/Nature; or in 'An Schwager 
Kronos' (To Coachman Kronos) which catches the 
jolting motion of an eighteenth-century coach-ride, 
straining slowly uphill and careering downhill, and 
keeps this very physical feel even as it becomes a new­
coined myth for the triumphal journey through life of a 
favoured being. In these and other vigorous hymnic 
poems, there is no arbitrariness in phrasing, sense­
grouping or line-breaks. The creative fait accompli is 
persuasive in every detail, the movements of the mind 
pattern the words and rhythms as a magnet patterns 
iron-filings. 

Everywhere the poet speaks with a frank and seem­
ingly artless voice. This is in the fullest sense of 
Wordsworth's phrase 'a man speaking to men'. Yet the 
formal results are anything but rustic and simple. It is as 
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if Goethe only needs to say what he sees and does, what 
he thinks and feels, for poetry to take its own perfect 
shape. Poems which we know from the clearest evidence 
arose quite unpremeditated and at once, needing no 
'recollection of emotion in tranquillity', prove to have a 
coherence of detail, a subtle correspondence between 
their changing movement and the phases in a sequence 
of emotions, and an overall symmetry which might 
seem the work of supreme craft. They are not verbal 
constructs but verbal organisms, shaped at deeper levels 
of the poet's mind than that of the conscious act of 
composing. Later poets and critics in their cool labora­
tories have scorned the idea of 'inspiration'. But there is 
no apter word for those moments when, through no act 
of will, a complex of thought and feeling comes suddenly 
together in a human mind and takes clear and com­
pelling form. 

For all this vigour, freshness and poetic precision, 
there are no German antecedents and few later equals. 
They had, it is true, their prophet: Herder, whom Goethe 
met at just this time ( 177 r) in Strasbourg, preached the 
naturalness of primitive peoples and their song, the 
primal power of Homer, Ossian (!) and more recently 
Shakespeare. Did Herder influence Goethe? Some 
accounts almost make him jointly responsible for this 
first creative burst. Certainly he set Goethe off collect­
ing and ultimately imitating Alsace folksong-if 'imi­
tating' is an adequate word for the process that produced 
poems like 'Heidenroslein' (Rose on the Heath), 
'Erlkonig' (Erl-King), or Gretchen's songs of love and loss 
in Faust. But no amount of preachment and influence 
can create creativity. In any case, to a rising poet cultural 
theories and exhortation must be less vital than actual 
literary models- Shakespeare, whom Goethe read long 
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before he met Herder; or Pindar, whose complex metres 
he misunderstood excitingly as an invitation to rhap­
sodic effusion; or Klopstock, whose example then 
seemed fresh and inspiring. Everything we know about 
the way Goethe worked makes it unlikely that as he 
wrote he was consciously fulfilling a scheme of cultural 
renewal. At most, the contact with Herder and his ideas 
may have strengthened Goethe's sense of licence to be 
himself, in the ultimate cause of poetry. For the rest, he 
was what he was, of nobody's making, a fortunate 
fulfilment of what Herder was hoping for. 

The gift of 'being himself' is crucial. Any independent 
vision has to assert itself against the pressures of the 
past, still deadeningly alive in the present-half of the 
present is the past, the other half is the shapeable future. 
If Goethe's vision of nature and man seems obvious and 
right to us now, that is only because he asserted it so 
fully and successfully. To see and state the obvious was 
a creative achievement, then. 'The art of seeing nature', 
as John Constable later wrote, 'is a thing almost as much 
to be acquired as the art of reading the Egyptian 
hieroglyphics.' Goethe's reading of the world was so 
much his own that he later spoke of it as something 
innate, an 'anticipation' of reality which made experi­
ence superfluous or even a disturbance (H 10.431; E 26 
Feb. 1824). But this is a slightly fanciful extreme. Every­
thing he says at the time has a strong flavour of 
empiricism. Frequently he is opposing his own earthly 
self-sufficiency of being and perception to the other­
worldliness of the orthodox. To Christian friends he 
speaks of himself as a 'very earthly man', made up of 'the 
truth of the five senses', content to 'dwell in himself'-a 
condition which he calls 'the best happiness' (28 Oct. 
1779; 8 June 1774). He is, as a humorous poem seriously 
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says, a 'child of this world' hemmed in by prophets 
(H 1.90). Poetry, he was to write much later, is a 'worldly 
gospel' (H 9.580). The young Goethe consciously enters 
into the heritage of a secular reality. 

This fundamental self-confidence is a large part of his 
literary character. Though it would have meant little­
for us-without the matching power of expression that 
made him a poet, the gift of words would not have made 
him the poet he is without his intense attachment to the 
world, the earthy independence of 'Prometheus' and 
the pantheistic devotion of 'Ganymed'. Nor was the 
attachment to the world just an exploitable poetic sub­
ject. Goethe is not on a visit among nature, half­
turning already like many poets before and since to point 
a lesson and rush back with a completed poem into the 
safety of civilisation. In nature he finds his real roots, he 
intuits the one great system that embraces him along 
with all other living things. In the most striking of all his 
images, he is the child enclosed in nature's womb, 
sucking nourishment through the umbilical cord (H 
1.102). Spring and autumn poems celebrate love as one 
of the forces of nature; they link human joy and sorrow 
literally with natural growth. This is not the 'pathetic 
fallacy', because for Goethe it is not fallacious: there is a 
real and benevolent continuity of nature and man. The 
poem written on Lake Zurich and later called 'Auf dem 
See' (On the Lake) resolves an inner crisis and ends in a 
vision of ripening fruit reflected in the water: two 
processes of maturing intertwine, not as a poetic conceit 
or decorative arabesque but as related manifestations of 
a common force. This means that the feeling of outward 
movement, of escape and exploration in these youthful 
poems is balanced by a sense of homecoming, an idyllic 
return. Goethe is not just a man writing about nature, he 
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is a man discovering himself as nature. Romanticism 
was later to make the connection between man and 
nature a truism, even a platitude. But few Romantic 
poets manage to embody that truth (as distinct from 
merely declaring it) with such zest and consistency and 
so little solemnity as Goethe does. 

His return to nature is also a very positive thing. It is 
quite unlike the bitter reaction that drove Rousseau out 
of town in search of country compensation. The young 
Goethe was a happy man and poet, and this too was a 
fulfilment. For most eighteenth-century thinkers, all 
was officially right with the world. What theology had 
always maintained in defence of God's design was now 
declared as a secular truth: the large patterns of life and 
history were meaningful and good. Enlightened optim­
ism required Whatever Was to be Right, the world to be 
the best of all possible worlds. The.secular argument for 
this was shakier than the theological-there was just as 
much evil in the world to gainsay it, and no longer any 
guarantor of ultimate coherence. Not surprisingly, 
whatever philosophers, divines or poets might say, there 
were few ebulliently happy men among them to bear 
witness in the very texture of their works to the ideal 
Rightness about which they theorised. (Paradoxically, 
the sceptic David Hume seems closer to contentment.) 
But Goethe does just this, not by argument or theory, 
which he does not yet have, but on the immediate 
grounds of felt experience. All's right with the world, at 
least within the scope of perception and feeling that his 
poems record. 

This must not be understood trivially. ,Goethe's 
personal life had its difficulties, his temperament was 
not unproblematically sunny. His Leipzig studies were 
interrupted by some kind of nervous collapse and 

r6 



Individual 

spiritual cns1s, which precipitated him on his return 
home into a phase of intense pietism. He continued after 
his recovery to be a man carrying a high charge; his 
emotions could be turbulent, often dangerously so. His 
character struck others as volatile, his own sense of 
instability made him speak of himself as a chameleon. 
Yet beneath and beyond all particular difficulties, a 
sense persisted that there were answering energies in 
him that could cope; that life was inherently valuable 
and good; that the world (at least in its basic natural 
constituents) was benevolent. This almost physicaJ 
·confidence was to find larger reasons later, turning 
intuition into a consciously normative statement of 
order. 

Werther 

The young Goethe's optimistic individualism-the 
world validated on the pulses of sensuous man-is 
remote from tragedy, and remoter still from the axiom 
that life in itself is tragic. But it was not a philosophy 
beyond questioning or immune to accident. The indi­
vidual wholly dependent on himself might go astray, 
circumstances might work on a vulnerable character, 
the very freedom from tutelage could put a human being 
at risk. The poignancy of such an aberration, unlike the 
almost routine downfalls that spring from the axio­
matically tragic view, would be the greater for the 
assumption that life normally offers fulfilment. 

Goethe did not actually choose to explore the theme 
for its literary possibilities. The task was forced on him by 
the suicide of Carl Wilhelm Jerusalem, a young lawyer 
whom he had known in Leipzig and at the Imperial 
Court of Appeal in Wetzlar. Natural death, even pre­
mature or accidental death, helps to define life; suicide 
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questions its value. The self-destruction of someone he 
knew set Goethe the problem of comprehending such 
despair. Reports of Jerusalem's social failures, unhappy 
love, gruesomely mismanaged end and frugal burial 
shook and moved him. For eighteen months he digested 
them, then in four weeks early in 1774 wrote the 
epistolary novel The Sufferings of Young Werther (Die 
Leiden des jungen Werthers), a story of inner turmoil and 
unrequited passion driving irresistibly to that dark end. 

Werther's letters (after a brief 'editorial' note we hear 
no other voice till near the close) are the real thing as no 
previous eighteenth-century novelist had used it. What 
in Richardson and Rousseau had been letters often only 
in name, and a clumsy vehicle of narration, becomes in 
Goethe's hands a means to mime an authentic inner life. 
Each letter is an emotional ·phase, each is wholly 
plausible. Their style, the circumstances in which Werther 
writes them, their varying length and tone, their gradually 
crumbling coherence-everything feels real. We are 
drawn into the fluctuations of feeling as we are drawn 
into Goethe's poems, only now the expressive writing is 
conscious artifice, recreating a mental world which 
Goethe has imaginatively entered. When finally the Edi­
tor, whose appeal for our sympathies prefaced the letters, 
returns to report on Werther's last days and hours, 
borrowing particulars from Jerusalem's death in a har­
rowing montage, the sense of reality is further intensified. 
The terse 'objective' narration is an obvious foil to the 
subjective pathos of the letters; but it also serves to 

heighten that pathos, setting off Werther's last utterances 
to maximum effect. 

The effect on the book's first readers was overwhelm­
ing and is legendary. The novel inspired not just emotion 
but emulation, in a wave of suicides similarly costumed, 
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blue coat, yellow waistcoat. Even without these real 
sequels, the effect was inappropriate, and it continued to 
be so for a long time. When the novel came out, people 
who knew Jerusalem took it, understandably, for 'the 
truth' about him. But Goethe had also lent the case some 
emotional substance of his own, drawing on his un­
requited love for an engaged girl in Wetzlar. This real 
Charlotte and her husband Kestner were now embar­
rassed that acquaintances who had seen Goethe much in 
their company would take Werther's adoration of the 
fictional Lotte, and every other detail of the novel's tragic 
triangle, for 'the truth' about them. Later, as Goethe's 
fame crowded out these lesser reputations, the novel 
was taken to be the all-but-truth about him and the 
straits to which love for Lotte had brought him: for the 
biographistic nineteenth century, he had written it so as 
not to commit suicide himself. 

All these versions dissolve literature into fact, on the 
philistine assumption that there is only fiction or fact, 
poetry or truth. But the novel is poetry and truth, an 
essential truth freed by fiction from the limitations of any 
one real life and added to the store of human understand­
ing. Goethe's fiction offers insight, or rather empathy, 
into mental processes that can lead to death as inexorably 
as a bodily disease. Werther uses that parallel himself in 
defending suicides against the conventional views of his 
rival, Lotte's fiance Albert, long before his own resolve 
to die is taken. His eloquence makes explicit the 
revolutionary appeal for understanding which contrasts 
with rigid law and morals. It stands beside Hume's essay 
Of Suicide, written long before but cautiously withheld 
and only published three years after Werther. But where 
Hume argues abstractly for a man's right to kill himself, 
Goethe recreates concretely the sufferings that may drive 
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him to it. Philosophy invites generalised assent, literature 
compels an initially specific compassion. That is its 
distinctive approach to the task of civilising society. 

Werther's sufferings come not just from unhappy love, 
although romantic emotion dominates the surface plot 
and is intensified by every means short of mawkishness 
(at least by the standards of the day). At a deeper level 
Werther needs Lotte as an answer, or palliative, to more 
radical problems. His love for her absorbs a mind which, 
left to itself, runs on transience and death. He sees 
human activity as ultimately pointless, as a restriction 
from which he, the brooding observer outside society, is 
free-but free in a nihilistic wilderness. So he also yearns 
for some form of the restriction he scorns: in the idyllic 
setting of the book's opening, he could wish to be a 
peasant, so busy and fulfilled that when the leaves fall he 
would think no more than that winter is coming. The 
idyll is destroyed piece by piece; Lotte, the perfect partner 
for a true idyll, is unobtainable. Werther loses all sense of 
his own value, his pleasures turn bitter, nature the 
source of ecstatic happiness becomes nature the all­
devouring monster. Meaning finally drains from life. The 
condition is not new: it is the medieval taedium vitae, 
the melancholy and hypochondria widely discussed in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. But in Werther it 
is more acute and all-embracing; and it throws up 
images that will dominate modern pessimism-man as a 
helpless puppet, the abyss, the senseless repetition of 
rising and going to bed again. 

Nothing, it seems, could be more different from the 
zest and affirmation of the poems Goethe had written 
and was still writing. Was Werther merely a 'saison en 
enfer', a sacrifice to the demands of the empathetic 
imagination, a challenge to his own serenity, reminding 
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us that art is not a risk-free activity? In part, no doubt, 
the chameleon artist was deliberately taking on the 
spiritual colour of his subject, entertaining Werther's 
thoughts and feelings as dark hypotheses. Yet they were 
not wholly alien. Goethe had earlier flirted with melan­
choly, though never quite persuading himself to take it 
seriously. More important, his poems sometimes came 
close to his hero's moods-close enough to say 'there but 
for the grace of God ... '.Werther's pride in the sensitive 
heart that makes him unique, but also drives him 
tyrannically back to a fatal love, is not so far from 
Prometheus's pride in the achievement of his 'sacredly 
glowing heart'; Werther's intense but unfulfilled yearn­
ings for union with nature recall Ganymede's ecstatic 
transition from the beauty of a spring morning to the 
embracing clouds of the godhead; and Werther's horror­
stricken sense of the beauty yet also destructiveness of 
nature echoc::s the Earth Spirit's sublime speech to Faust 
of this same period, which instead of oscillating between 
the two perceptions unites them and accepts them as 
one necessary truth. 

The analogies and the neighbourhood are clear-but so 
is the difference. Werther's more diffuse sensibility, his 
aspiring and falling short, his intensity without harmony, 
show how close imbalance is to balance, vulnerability to 
strength. Werther is Goethe's pathological shadow, 
lacking his decisive substance: the serener set of mind, 
the capacity to engage the outside world, assimilate it 
and transform it, which are a fact of temperament and 
ultimately a grace of nature. The lack is fatal. 

That shadow stays with Goethe. Often when he looks 
back at his novel, he morosely questions existence, 
wonders if it is not after all absurd (e.g. 3 Dec. 1812). The 
problem also retu~~.in..~ res and situations: can 
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man's mind and emotions come sufficiently to terms 
with the world to be at home there,· to accept its 
conditions and live in it and of it? Since the question is 
repeatedly and honestly posed, and since Werther's was a 
tragic answer always to hand, it makes no sense to say 
that Goethe 'avoided tragedy', if by that is meant the 
evasion and not the successful resolution of the problems 
he set his characters and himself. That his work does 
contain such successful resolutions simply means that 
the 'tragic axiom' was not yet the cliche it has since 
become. For the time being, in the mid-seventies, 
Goethe takes account of the darker view but does not 
yield to it. He formulates it compassionately, in the 
fullest sense, but beyond making it poetically effective he 
does not revel in its exploitation. The pathos and 
pathology of Romantic individualism do not become his 
norm. It is a significant early victory. 

Drama 

Self-expression in lyric, delicate empathy in 
Werther-can these qualities adjust to drama, the most 
objective of the genres? In one peculiar form, they do so 
very directly. When the expressive impulse explores a 
myth and speaks with an assumed voice, as Prometheus 
or Ganymede, it is close to drama. Lengthen the text and 
it becomes monodramai add a second speaking part (say, 
for Zeus) and it would be drama proper. In its beginnings 
in the 1770S, Faust explores the thoughts and feelings of a 
legendary seeker after knowledge, and through them the 
poet's owni it could have remained a single brooding 
monologue. But the lyrical impulse splits, imagines a 
philistine counter-voice and a devilish third role as 
further ways to define the central figure and his situation. 
This is subtly different from the way orthodox dramatists 
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distribute their attention among the distinct individu­
alities within a framework of action. It also has snags as 
a working method. It can achieve superb character­
studies, but it gives no guarantee of coherent structures. 
The expressive impulse does not plan; if it flags, the 
work may be given up, or resumed later in a changed 
mood and with a changed aesthetic, which will make it 
an intricate compound. Faust is the extreme case, with 
its genesis scattered over sixty years so that the final text 
is the geological record of the poet's existence. 

So drama begins for Goethe as a private mode, at odds 
with the nature of theatre as a public forum and 
untouched by the function of drama as part of a society's 
understanding of itself. But-in Goethe's youth German 
drama and theatre were being revolutionised, and he 
soon found himself in the thick of it. Since the 1750s 
there had been a growing challenge to theN eo-classicism 
that dominated German theatre-or rather, stood in for 
an absent native theatre. Forms and themes were a 
French import, catering for the tastes of the innumerable 
princes and their courts who had no appetite for a 
German product and no reason to believe or hope that 
one was possible. Often, like Frederick the Great, they 
only spoke German reluctantly (and badly). Their tastes 
were no doubt largely unreflective, a passive acceptance 
of what was accepted; but that made them no less 
dominant. There was also a real correspondence between 
the elevated style and regal characters of the Neo­
classical mode, and the elevated patrons who sustained 
its prestige. Bourgeois critical minds saw the link and 
conceived an alternative mode: a drama distinctively 
bourgeois and German, accessible to a new audience 
because it would mirror their social and national being, 
rest on their values and use their language. This 
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initiative entailed fundamental artistic change, setting 
literature on the long road to social realism. 'Class' 
necessarily bulked larger here than 'nation'-class was a 
supra-national phenomenon, and its German treatment 
drew strength from Diderot's drame bourgeois in France. 

Yet 'nation' remained an obsessive concern for German 
artists, precisely because the thing itself barely existed. 
The ragged entity to which they belonged, the Holy 
Roman Empire, inspired little feeling. The word 'father­
land' meant a home town or small state, one of the 
hundreds that made up the Empire. But perhaps a 
national drama, mysteriously appealing to all who spoke 
German, would somehow (if it could be created) in turn 
create a common feeling and help to bring a unified 
society and nation into being? So German themes were 
needed, works containing a German essence. 

The demand chimed with, perhaps in part sprang 
from, the new 'historism': Herder's and the antiquarian 
Justus Moser's view that every age and culture in history 
was unique and had an equal right to be understood in its 
own terms, not simply subjected to the allegedly universal 
standard of judgement which a later, more 'civilised' 
(but really only different) society would apply. There was 
no longer to be a single hierarchy of historico-cultural 
valuations, but a plurality of historical building-blocks 
out of which God could be thought of as raising his 
edifice. And among them, as an immediate beneficiary of 
historist theories and perhaps their secret instigator, was 
German culture and its right to be its un-French self. 

But where was the elusive German essence to be 
found? Not in the present, which the younger generation 
agreed was decadent, alienated from itself and dried up by 
a mediocre rationality. The true springs of national 
character and feeling must lie in the past. More than one 
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writer tried the story of Hermann-Arminius, who de­
feated Varus's Roman legions in AD 9-but that was not so 
much tradition as regression. More recent events were 
needed, like those in Shakespeare's Histories; but the 
German past offered no such large-scale and certainly no 
such coherent story as Shakespeare set before English 
audiences, with military and moral disasters and tri­
umphs and a hopeful outlook into the Elizabethan 
millennium. Shakespeare nevertheless becomes in these 
years the name to conjure with for the avant-garde; his 
authority sets the new dramatic rule-the rule of casting 
off rules, especially the theatrical unities which Neo­
classicism claimed to find in Aristotle. 

That Goethe should at this point become the German 
Shakespeare and write a sweepingly successful history 
play, Gotz von Berlichingen (1773), seems not to fit those 
private expressive talents. But it was not opportunism or 
even versatility. In an odd way his literary character and 
values fitted the bill exactly, needing only to be projected 
on to a bigger screen. For the new idea that a culture 
should be free to be itself was a greater version of the 
expressive poet's confidence to be himself; the unique­
ness of each national group was individualism writ 
large; and when drama emerged after a hundred and fifty 
years from the classroom of 'the rules' to range over time 
and space and freely explore the past, it was only a 
grander form of the poet's escape into the free world of 
nature. For Goethe, to emulate Shakespeare was to grasp 
nature on this grander scale, because Shakespeare's 
drama was not just a way of presenting the world, it was 
the world. Reading him, Goethe felt like a blind man 
given back his sight. Where continental critics like 
Voltaire had looked askance at Shakespeare's monstrous 
characters, the young Goethe cried 'Nature! Nature! 
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Nothing is such sheer Nature as Shakespeare's men and 
women!'(H 12.226). That may seem naive-after all poetic 
representation, like language, and perhaps even percep­
tion itself, is not nature direct, but mediated through 
convention. Yet for the receptive and especially the 
creative imagination to work properly, the sense of direct 
access to an actual reality is vital. Some naivety is needful. 

But what prompted Goethe to move into the Shake­
spearean element himself? Once more, an identification. 
He chanced upon the crude autobiography of Gottfried 
von Berlichingen with the Iron Hand, an obscure knight 
of the Empire who spent much of the sixteenth century 
aimlessly feuding, alternately in and out of disgrace with 
the Emperor, taking part in crusades and getting impli­
cated in the Peasants' Revolt of 1 52 5. In Gotz, Goethe 
bizarrely perceived a lost world of values. Besides his 
fighting prowess, Gotz appears as a natural good man, an 
embodiment of honesty, fidelity and generosity in con­
trast with the cynical careerists now moving to the new 
centres of power. Guileless and uncomprehending, he is 
brought down by them and by the forces that are 
reshaping the Empire; law, administration, economics, 
and the very ethos of society are growing abstract, alien, 
losing touch with the old local roots. Gotz is never 
openly defeated but is out-manreuvred, cheated. Apart 
from his own men, only the old Emperor keeps faith with 
Gotz as Gotz does with him; but the Emperor dies. So 
does Gotz, much earlier in the play than in history, not 
killed but fading away. An age dies out with them. 

The historical identification is plain and powerful. 
Old German virtues are preached to the eighteenth 
century, but are shown being defeated in the sixteenth as 
a pre-echo of their neglected state in Goethe's day. The 
past is read as a distant cause and a telling reflection of 
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the present. Goethe himself is reflected in G6tz too. 
Perhaps the likeness of their names struck a spark 
(Herder had made Goethe name-conscious by suggesting 
some unflattering etymologies of 'Goethe'). Certainly, 
when Goethe writes of his own battle with the alien 
abstractions that constrict the German theatre, he uses 
the language of dungeons and towers against which, 
G6tz-like, he must pursue a feud (H 1.2;.225 ). 

At both levels, social and personal, the past is made an 
ally in present struggles-what Nietzsche was later to 
call the 'monumental use' of history. The play is none the 
less a colourful canvas of a past age which the modern 
imagination has loyally tried to see as it really was. That 
makes Gotz not just a historical but a historic play: it 
opens up a new popular· access to the past through drama 
and later through narrative (Sir Walter Scott's historical 
novels were partly inspired by Gotz, a version of which 
was in 1799 his first published work). Contemporary 
audiences were delighted. The varied and colourful 
characters talking the distinctive prose of every social 
class were a relief after the uniform pallor of N eo­
classical figures. Even more delighted were the historist 
thinkers and their adherents, for whom Goethe had 
provided the perfect object-lesson. He had set up, Herder 
wrote, a monument to Shakespeare from the substance 
of Germany's own knightly epoch. 

With a publisher offering generous terms for a dozen 
more such plays, a public primed to receive them 
enthusiastically, and an ideology into which they fitted, 
Goethe might have gone on to give Germany an instant 
'national' literature. The broad vistas of historism could 
paradoxically have shrunk to a narrow and intense 
national self-assertion, as they did in the German 
historians of the next century. But Goethe now steered 
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away from that dangerous current, even while remaining 
true to his feeling for reality as necessarily local and 
concrete. The drama Egmont, begun next, uses the idea 
of unique and incommensurable cultures as a political 
argument against Spanish rule in the Netherlands. At 
the centre is Count Egmont, inescapably a political figure 
by his eminence, but impolitic and even irresponsible by 
nature, laying claim to full personal freedom of action. 
Yet in this he stands as an epitome of the distinctive 
Dutch character; and behind Alva's brutal invasion lies 
an attempt to force the Dutch into an alien mould, to· 
destroy their individuality by denying them the ancient 
laws and customs from which it is inseparable. This is 
historist thinking again, but when used to commemorate 
the struggles of a different nation it regains its true all­
embracing cosmopolitan nature. However different its 
tactics-defending a set of ancient particular freedoms 
for one ethnic group, rather than demanding a single 
new abstract Liberty for all Mankind-it becomes a 
useful ally of the more abstract Enlightenment case 
against tyranny. Egmont shows the limitations but also 
the power of a politics of individualism-something 
which has become familiar since, in the claims of ethnic 
groups large and small. 
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Weimar 
By 1775 the author of Gotz and Werther (the poems were 
known, if at all, only to friends) was a national celebrity, 
something of an enfant terrible, and the. central figure of 
a group of 'wild' young writers whom history has called, 
after one of their plays, the 'Sturm und Drang' (Storm and 
Stress) group. Only a ruler himself as young and wild as 
Carl August could have thought of putting such a man to 
practical work in his domains. Their meeting was a 
fortunate chance. Goethe was cramped by Frankfurt and 
legal practice. The duchy of Weimar gave him scope for 
activity, small though it was-in fact, precisely by being 
so small it offered direct returns for the effort of running 
and trying to reform its administration. Despite the 
raised eyebrows of aristocrats and career administrators, 
'Dr Goethe' was given a place on the governing Conseil, 
he took over mines, roads, and the (toy) army; later he 
was brought in to sort out a tangled Exchequer. These 
concerns absorbed the greater part of his energies for the 
next ten years, and his official papers make a substantial 
volume. The literary celebrity vanished from sight. It was 
as if Byron, after publishing Childe Harold, had joined 
the Civil Service. 

There was a clear short-term loss. Though Goethe still 
wrote, he had little chance of carrying through substantial 
projects. The effects of an unmethodical, inspirational 
approach to writing were compounded by lack of time, 
and this decade saw only one major work completed-the 
drama Iphigenie-even that not in its final verse form. 
Lyrical poems depend less on leisure, especially when the 
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poet has responses as prompt as Goethe's, but there was 
loss here too. The early vigour and rhythmic drive 
slacken, the colour pales, the immediate rapport with 
the natural world weakens as a new reflectiveness sets 
in. Where nature is still the subject, the poet casts about 
uncertainly for the scent. More frequently now he treats 
man's place and fate abstractly and allegorically, a mode 
which is as far from the quick of inspiration as a lyrical 
poet can get. The result is lucid, measured reflections 
which would grace any other ceuvre but are an anti­
climax after Goethe's magnificent opening. His exuber­
ant emotions had been calmed and his spiritual world 
narrowed in scope by his relationship with an insistently 
platonic married lady of the court, Charlotte von Stein. 
This decorous affair doubtless brought him comfort: he 
celebrates her soothing, restoring influence in eloquent 
lines that suggest (to her shock) that she was his sister or 
wife in an earlier incarnation. But whatever the private 
benefit, the poetic impetus is curbed. It no longer moves 
out into a zestfully apprehended world, but largely loses 
itself in introspective musings. 

With the little that Goethe did write staying un­
published, it must have seemed to the public that a 
literary comet had burned itself out, as the other young 
men of the 'Storm and Stress' group had done. In fact for 
Goethe these years were a preparation for a much longer 
course. His duties gave him contacts with the real world 
of a more complex kind than those which he had made as 
a poet exploring and responding to nature. Overseeing 
lowly people and the welfare of communities offered 
sober perspectives on existence. Some individual con­
tacts were valuable too. The Duke was an education in 
himself, forcing responsibility on his adviser: the half­
blind led the blind and gained sight in the process. The 
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friendship lasted for life, despite Goethe's early recog­
nition that the ducal court was a cruel imposition: 

I see the peasant winning bare necessities from the 
earth, which would be a comfortable livelihood if he 
only sweated for himself ... but when the aphids on 
the rose-stems are nice and fat and green, along come 
the ants and suck the filtered sap from their bodies. So 
it goes on, and we have reached the point where more 
is always consumed in one day at the top than can be 
brought together at the bottom. ( I7 April 1782) 

His attitude to the court and to princely absolutism 
generally was at best ironic in the manner (he once says) 
of Shakespeare's Jaques. His comments later on the 
German princes' invasion of France in 1792 ('one of the 
most wretched undertakings in the annals of the world') 
are those of an essential bystander. He is with them but 
not of them. All these things were contributions to 
'balance' and 'experience', vital to a dramatist and 
novelist, as he realised. His later summary of this decade 
was: 'Poetic talent in conflict with reality, which ... it 
is compelled to assimilate, to its higher advantage' (E 10 

Feb. 1829). 
But much the most important new thing in this 

decade was Goethe's interest in science. Outwardly it 
arose from his duties-inspecting the ducal forests 
provoked his interest in botany, patrolling Thuringia 
aroused his curiosity about its rock-formations; essen­
tially, it was a continuation of the poet's encounter 
with the physical world, a deepening and generalising of 
his first intuitions. Yet, logical though that continuation 
is, it remains astounding. What other poet has ever 
matched supreme evocations of the natural world with 
fifty years of devoted collecting, experimenting and 
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theorising, given new directions to science and produced 
a coherent body of scientific thought which still chal­
lenges attention? 

The growing enthusiasm for science combined with 
practical work to push Goethe's writing into a very 
subordinate place. He had by now a handful of works 
unfinished on his desk and his conscience, a set of 
questions demanding answers. He was increasingly op­
pressed by the pettiness of the court, the drudgery of 
administration, the tensions of his private life, and some 
kind of psychosomatic ills to which he later cryptically 
refers (19 and 25 Jan. 1788). So on the morning of 3 
September 1786, clandestinely at 3 a.m. ('they wouldn't 
have let me go otherwise') he cut loose and left for Italy. 
He stayed away nearly two years. 

Italy 
This new escape into the 'free world' reasserts Goethe's 
own rights after a decade spent accommodating himself 
to the wishes and needs of others-a demanding but 
ungiving mistress, a tedious court circle, a ramshackle 
principality. Self-realisation becomes the overriding aim, 
what earlier he had called 'the desire to raise the pyramid 
of my existence, whose base is given and founded for me, 
as high in the air as possible'(2o Sept. 1780). To do this he 
must now 'banish what· I have so long considered my 
duty, and recognise that a man has to· take the good 
things that come his way as a fortunate find, not looking 
to left or right, much less bothering with the happiness 
or unhappiness of a larger whole' (20 Jan. 1787). When he 
writes this, he is already in Rome. 

Going to Italy was in a sense an unoriginal way to assert 
himself. The cultural riches Italy offered were a post­
Renaissance commonplace. Goethe was following Diirer, 
Montaigne and many others; Winckelmann had found 
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the inspiration for his art-history there and German 
painters were already colonising Rome (Goethe joined 
their community). Yet his desire was strangely sharp and 
personal. It had long been a dream to follow in the 
footsteps of his father, whose memories and souvenirs of 
Italy were part of the landscape of Goethe's childhood. 
More than once it had been foiled on the edge of 
accomplishment, and he became increasingly obsessed 
with this particular release from his Weimar problems 
(in the mid-eighties he was pathologically sensitive to 
any reminder of Italy, even a Classical text). The diary of 
his eight-week journey to Rome is full of yearning for a 
destination which is also a destiny. He hastens past 
places of interest 'to carry through the one idea which 
has almost grown too old in my soul' (n 5 Sept. 1786). 
There are superstitious fears that he may be struck dead 
by the angel of the Lord before arriving. And then Rome, 
relief and exhilaration: 'Only now do I begin to live, and 
give reverent thanks to my guardian spirit' (D 29 Oct. 
I?86). 

This almost mystical expectancy helps explain Goethe's 
experience of Italy as both confirmation and transform­
ation, foreseen fulfilment and exciting novelty. The first 
letter from Rome to Weimar friends says: 

I have had no wholly new ideas, found nothing wholly 
strange, but the old ideas have become so definite, so 
live, so coherent, that they may count as new. When 
Pygmalion's Eliza, whom he had shaped exactly to his 
wishes and given as much truth and reality to as an 
artist can, came towards him saying Now I really am, 
how different was the living woman from the hewn 
stone! (r Nov. 1786) 

The image aptly states the difference between expec-
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tation and realisation. It also implies that Goethe's 
enthusiasm was not an escape from realities into fantasy: 
the sculptor's labours in the myth are matched by 
Goethe's ten years of maturing, attending to hard facts, 
learning to observe and record judiciously, going beyond 
practical tasks to scientific knowledge and speculation. 
All of which only needed a transforming touch-a 
mellower climate, literally and metaphorically-to bring 
it together into a satisfying unity. Italy, of all places, 
offered perfect objects to match every one of Goethe's 
interests and developed sensibilities: beauty of landscape 
and a richer vegetation, great buildings (especially those 
of Palladio) and noble ruins, eloquent remains of ancient 
life and art, some great modern painting (especially 
Michelangelo and Raphael) and sites rich in association 
with the literature and history of antiquity-all of them 
enhanced by the clear Mediterranean light which was 
itself a revelation to the 'barbarian' visitor ('We Cim­
merians barely know what a day is, in our eternal mist 
and gloom'-o 17 Sept. 1786). Before he even reaches Italy, 
the travel-diary shows his senses coming alive and 
drinking in perceptions, rejoicing in the loss of constric­
tion. Before he reaches Rome he is gratefully registering 
the 'revolution' taking place within him. But the full 
range of his Roman experience makes him feel positively 
reborn. The mind that once responded with such 
freshness to a nature no other poet had captured 
responds now to a culture all Europe had long taken for 
granted. It is a personal renascence. 

What does he do in Rome? Above all, he sees. He goes 
about filling and over-filling his mind with impressions, 
pauses for a while to assimilate them, then begins all 
over again. But it is the quality of seeing rather than the 
quantity that matters. He tunes his whole organism to 
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see clearly and (in his word) 'purely'. 'I am living frugally 
and keeping calm so that objects do not find a heightened 
mind, but themselves heighten it' (o 24 Sept. 1786). In fact, 
'heightening' as conventionally meant is irrelevant to 
true seeing: 'If you ... were to see the objects here, you 
would have the greatest of pleasure, for in the end all the 
heightening and embellishing power of the imagination 
cannot conceive that which is True .. ' The streets of 
Rome are paved with the gold of visual truth: 'Anyone 
who looks about him seriously here and has eyes to see, 
must become solid, he must get a conception of solidity 
such as was never so vivid to him before. To me at least 
it is as if I had never appraised the things of this world 
aright as I now do here' (7 Nov. 1786). This strange usage 
of 'becoming solid' (solid werden) recurs three days later as 
an inner solidity with which the mind so to speak is 
stamped'. It is as if the revelation of exact seeing gives 
the observer himself the unshakeable rightness of a 
Classical building; the mass and harmony which the eye 
sees impose themselves on the mind and make it in the 
most direct sense 'objective'. 

The process is not a single absolute change at a stroke, 
but could be continued. Three months in Rome have 
transformed his way of seeing, so what would years do? 
And how much would be left to do even then? It would 
take 'a lifetime of activity and practice to bring our 
knowledge to the highest point of purity. And yet only 
this security and certainty of taking things for what they 
really are ... would be the supreme enjoyment that we 
should strive after in art, nature and life itself' (23 Dec. 
1786). The process is in part an ethical one; it involves 
giving up all pretension, prejudice and self-will, and 
waiting humbly for reality to flood in through the eye 
-something far more radical than the course in 
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. hip and drawing-technique Goethe was out-

connmsseurs k 1 
wardly engaged in as he did the sights and too. essons 
f the painter Tischbein. Anyone can take m Rome, 
rom . d l . f l. d 

the villas museums and ruins, m u ge m ee mg an 
see , f · h' £ 

flection: 'But when it is a matter o seemg t mgs or 
re £ h . d . their own sake, going to the marrow o t e arts, JU gmg 
what has been shaped not in terms of its effect on us but 
according to its own inner value-then one feels how 
hard the task is' (23 Dec. 1786). This is no occupation for 
dilettantes but a serious study, akin to the study of 
nature. Increasingly Goethe links the two. His scientific 
knowledge of nature helps his understanding of ancient 
art because the ancients followed nature faithfully. He 
has 'fortunately found a way to combine art with my 
way of thinking about nature, so that both have become 
doubly dear to me' (3 Oct. 1787). So when the 'ceremonies 
and operas' of the Church fail to impress him, his two 
loves serve equally as a contrast: 'A natural phenom­
enon, a work of art like the much revered Juno are the 
only things that make a deep and permanent effect' (6 
Jan. 1787). (He has 'colossal' heads of Juno and Jupiter in 
his lodgings, just as in Weimar he had an elephanes 
skull in his room when working on anatomy.) 

Goethe's linking of art and nature is neither rhetorical 
nor just a matter of the chance coincidence of his 
interests. As he penetrates further into each area the 
laws underlying them appear more and more si~ilar. 
Both have an inner necessity. Nature's 'consistent truth' 
is matched by the greatest works of man: in Raphael and 
Palladia there is 'not an ounce of arbitrariness, they knew 
the limits and laws of their art in the highest degree and 
moved within them with ease' \D 19 Oct. 1786\. A small 
temple of Minerva ncar Assisi l:e calls 'so natural: \t~e 
word must be given its full welght\ 'and so great m Its 
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naturalness' (D 26 Oct. 1786). He gets the same intense 
satisfaction from a living thing, a small crab seen at 
Venice: 'How precisely fitted to its condition, how true! 
how full of being!' (vvie wahr! vvie seiend!-D 9 Oct. 1786). 
He sees now what is wrong with the trivial products of 
art he has left behind in Germany: 'Whatever has no true 
inner existence has no life and cannot be made to live 
and cannot be great or become _great' (D 27 Oct. 1786). 
That notion of an inner life-principle working its way 
out from a central germination to a developed form is for 
Goethe applicable to works of art and natural phenomena 
equally and literally. His recurrent phrase for such 
development, 'outwards from within' (von innen heraus), 
leaps from one context to the other, always signifying a 
harmonious obedience to appropriate laws which is open 
to sympathetic perception by the student of art or 
science. It is the principle of Palladia's greatness, it is the 
thread which the artist studying anatomy must pursue,· 
and it is the force at work in Goethe's own life amid the 
welter of new experience: 'so much is thrusting in on me 
that I can't fend it off, my existence is growing like a 
snowball, and it's as if my mind can't grasp or stand it 
all, and yet everything is developing outwards from 
within, and I cannot live without that' (D 27 Sept. 1786). 

The implication is plain. Nature, existence as part of 
nature, and human art as a natural product of man are all 
shaped and controlled by the same fundamental forces 
and laws. A grand monism is within reach, an all­
embracing theory of harmonious growth which is simple 
in its general outline but allows infinite refinement and 
complexity in its detail. It also allows man a comforting 
awareness of belonging to the natural order, something 
Goethe's early poetry had intuitively grasped. The act of 
coming to Italy is itself the operation of a force of nature 
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within him, an unfolding of his specific individual being. 
His response to all of this is a reverence which gives new 
sense to old concepts: of those 'high works of art' which 
are also 'the highest works of nature', Goethe can say 
'There is necessity, there is God' (H I 1.395). 

If that is indeed where necessity and God are, itfollows 
they cannot be somewhere quite different-in the theat­
rical rituals by which the Church keeps 'a lie' alive in the 
popular mind, or in the 'repellent stupid subjects' which 
have so long been the 'scourge' of painters (o 8 Oct. 1786). 
Goethe's revulsion from crucifixions and martyrdoms is 
matched by his sympathy for the artist who was forced to 
work against the grain of his art: 'Not one subject in ten 
fit to be painted, and when there was one, he wasn't 
allowed to take it from the right side.' Renaissance 
religious pictures-a Tintoretto or Guido Reni-are thus 
'everything a painter could do and everything senseless 
that could be demanded of him'(o 19 Oct. 1786). Only in 
occasional figures and details could he show what he 
might have done if given a free hand. 

Goethe's objections are not just emotional, but tech­
nical. His understanding of what visual art is or should 
be fuses with his conviction of man's right relation to 
the world that art portrays. When he complains that 
Christian art has 'never a present interest, always some 
fantastical expectation', he is rejecting on aesthetic 
grounds pictures whose meaning lies outside themselves, 
even as Christian values lie ultimately outside the world. 
Crucifixion and martyrdom loom so large only because 
they promise to carry men there, to paradise. They are not 
in themselves pictorially engaging objects. What would a 
culture that knew nothing of Christian doctrines make 
of this sad harvest? Visual phenomena have been 
misused, even in a sense by-passed; they have become (as 
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Walter Pater put it) 'the sensuous expression of concep­
tions which unreservedly discredit the world of sense'. 
For Goethe, painting should represent objects for their 
own sake as part of earthly life, deserving to be seen, 
recorded and celebrated in their own right. (Accordingly 
he had no aversion to the Virgin, as a potentially natural 
symbol.) 

Goethe is here being consis~ent and radical where 
earlier admirers of antiquity often kept their admiration 
from getting at their orthodox Christian beliefs. His 
thought combines a pagan attachment to the things of 
this earth with the fundamental insights of Lessing's 
aesthetic essay Laokoon of 1766. This argued that visual 
art was limited by its medium to the representation of 
bodies coexistent in space and was denatured if used to 
tell a story !only literature could properly handle events 
consecutive in time) or to point an allegorical meaning 
that lay outside the physical reality rendered by paint or 
carved stone. 

How specifically pagan Goethe's inspiration is, and 
how far the differing practice of Christian and pagan art 
reflects for him an ideological contrast, is plain from his 
response to an ancient sarcophagus with its characteristic 
ethos in the face of death: 

A father appears to be taking leave of his family on his 
death-bed ... The presence of the stones moved me 
greatly, so that I could not hold back tears. Here is no 
man in armour on his knees, waiting for a joyful 
resurrection, the artist has consistently put before us 
with such skill as he had only the simple present of 
these human beings and has thereby extended their 
existence and given it permanence. They do not put 
their hands together and look up at the sky, rather they 
are what they were, they stand together, they feel for 
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one another, they love each other, and that is expr~ssed 
in the stone, often with a certain lack of techmque, 
most sweetly. (D 16 Sept. 1786) 

Far from projecting thought and feeling beyond the 
bounds of earth and art, the sculptor has drawn death as 
far as possible into life. 'The breeze that blows from the 
graves of the ancients comes laden with fragrance, as 
from a mound of roses.' The 'very earthly' young man 
with his 'truth of the five senses' and his contentment to 
'dwell in himself' has found his spiritual home in a 
culture which even in death can celebrate life. 

Love 

In Rome Goethe went beyond sight to achieve vision, a 
sober vision with no prophetic pretensions, but a kind of 
revelation none the less. In so far as objectivity is 
humanly possible (Goethe was never much afflicted with 
epistemological scepticism) he believed he had attained 
it. The mere belief was enough, in a man of his talents, 
to inspire great things. But when he bore his revelation 
back to Weimar, no one was interested. His absence and 
obvious pleasure in Italy had been resentedi his return 
was not feted. He had never been an assiduous courtier, 
and this coolness was hardly encouraging. The duchy and 
its minds seemed narrower than ever to a man whose 
horizons in space and time had broadened. Goethe 
withdrew into his private world. 

What he did there disconcerted Weimar. He took a 
mistress, a girl of modest social background, and in due 
course again made his pleasure known, in a unique cycle 
of poems that are his first truly Classical work. The 
Romische Elegien (Roman Elegies) describe a happy 
sexual love such as is scarcely found elsewhere in 
Western lyric. There is none of the despairing desire, 
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cruel loss, failed fulfilment, hearts broken by circum­
stance, Worship from afar, spiritual sublimation or 
madonna-mystery-in short, none of the normal (!) 
stimulants of the genre. Goethe speaks of love freely 
given, promptly accepted and willingly reciprocated. He 
is too much concerned with love to isolate sex, but too 
delighted by sex not to celebrate it enthusiastically and 
tenderly. Defiantly too, here and there, since he cannot 
fail to see that uninhibited loving in an inhibited society 
is a provocation. But he wastes little time on that 
contrast, which is fortunate, since the proclaiming of sex 
as the way to human balance can easily sound unbal­
anced in its shrillness (D. H. Lawrence), the remedy 
itself seem part of the ailment. Goethe's mood i~ 
altogether more relaxed and secure. 

Outwardly he emulates the Latin love-poets, Propertius, 
Tibullus, Catullus; he uses their elegiac couplets (hex­
ameter-plus-pentameter) and he invokes their authority 
for his way of loving and writing. Yet in neither is he 
really like them. Goethe's emotional tone is warmer, 
and, for all his active love-making, gentler; love is 
mutuality, not conflict. Where Propertius's Cynthia is 
sophisticated and bitchy, Goethe's Faustine is simple 
and sincere, even domestic-she rekindles the real fire 
as well as his from the ashes of the morning after. Never­
theless, for Goethe the sense of tradition is a powerful 
force. He feels he has returned to an older, better way of 
life which ancient literature has kept open-for if a 
cultural value is real, not merely something that has 
conventional prestige, it must be possible to relive it as 
it once was: 

When those happy men lived, 'antiquity' was a new thing! 
Live life happily-so history will live on in you! 
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(War das Antike doch ncu, da jenc Gli.icklichen lebten! 
Lebe gli.icklich, und so lebc die Vorzeit in dir!) 

(Elegy XIII) 

Antiquity was simply more human-'humaniora' is taken 
with a disarming literalness. 

Rome herself, as well as her poets, is part of the cycle. 
The grand historical setting intensifies the excitement 
of love, but also balances it. The lover's impatience for 
nightfall is allayed by the sights of the city and thoughts 
of its great past: typically of a truly Classical poetry, the 
range of emotions is not broadened but narrowed, fruit­
lessly ethereal yearning is excluded by the substantial 
content given to the hours of waiting. The two terms of 
Goethe's original title-'Erotica romana'-are equal 
partners. There is a balance between diverse yet related 
interests, as there is again in the not merely playful per­
ception that love-making and the study of statues have 
each intensified his enjoyment and understanding of the 
other, transposed the sense-skills at work, giving him 
'Eyes that can feel like a hand, hands that can see like an 
eye' ('Sehe mit fiihlendem Aug', fiihle mit sehender 
Hand'-Elegy V). And there is balance too in the form, 
which flows equably on, declining to turn sexual ex­
perience into the pointed formulations of wit: how dif­
ferent it would all sound, said Goethe on looking back, 
in the rhymed stanzas that Byron used for his Don Juan 
(E 25 Jan. 1824). 

So ,did it all really happen in Rome? W. H. Auden 
thought that the post-Italian portraits showed the 'self­
assured face of a man who has known sexual satisfaction', 
compared with the visible 'neurasthenia' of earlier 
pictures. Goethe's image of Pygmalion's statue coming 
alive may seem suggestive. But to read his Italian 
expectancy as displaced sexual appetite would be too 
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simple; and his later letters from Italy make it plain that 
there were too many obstacles, social and hygienic, to 
sexual indulgence there (e.g. 29 Dec. 1787). What really 
matters is that at some time in these years, through 
Christiane Vulpius in Weimar if not sooner, Goethe 
experienced love as something real, natural, and needing 
to be no more than that. Like his observation of nature 
and art in Italy, it needed no 'heightening' by fantasy. The 
result is a poetry for adults, not because it is prurient but 
because it is not. That, paradoxically, is what shocked 
contemporaries: Goethe was clearly not playing the 
accepted eighteenth-century game of literary titillation 
he was talking about realities. That had radical implic~ 
ations for poetry and for life. 

The connection of love with art and nature is not just 
a formal analogy. By stepping outside the social and moral 
conventions of his day into a freer pagan ethos, Goethe 
made himself part of the natural order he had studied as 
a scientist and as a devotee of art. No wonder the woma 
in the Elegies is called Faustine, for she is part of th n 
answer to a Faustian quest for the reality of the World e 
last perfecting touch. Love, nature and art, spontane·' a 

d h . . d . Ity and culture, present an past, ave JOme m a dee 1 
satisfying nexus. Goethe is a whole man Withi p Y 
harmonious totality. At the centre of it, his relation~· a 
with Christiane grows like a natural organism, b d 
blossom and fruit. That is the closing thought of anot~ ' 
great elegy addressed to her (H r.201 ). It is a Poern fer 
removed from the usual area of love-lyrics: its subJ·e ~r 

h · Ct lS the metamorp os1s of plants. 

Science 

In his opening monologue, Goethe's Faust thirsts f 
vision of the world's inmost cohesive forces and spuor a 
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the arid academic word-mongering of his life so far. The 
same impulse informs Goethe's science. He rejects from 
the start all rigid classifications and the authority of 
lab~ls. Against the 'dividing and counting' of plants and 
theu parts on which Linnaean botany rested he revels in 
the ~ariations which blur the borders betV:een species. 
He. IS more interested in relating than dividing, and 
as?ues to supplement Linnaeus's Genera plantarum 
wah a Harmonia plantarum. Similarly he collects rock 
samples that lie between known types and defy geological 
system. System is a human importation, a rigid frame 
imposed on a fluid reality. 'Nature has no system, it 
has-it is-life and continuity from an unknown centre 
to a limit we cannot discern' (H I3.35). 

The pursuit of intermediate specimens recalls the 
ancient notion, probably known to Goethe in its most 
recent Leibnizian form, of a 'Great Chain of Being', in 
which the kindness of a God who would not deny life to 
any possible creature entailed ever more finely differen­
tiated forms to fill ever smaller gaps. But for Goethe 
what matters is not the forms themselves produced by 
discrete divine acts, but (so to speak) the process running 
through them. Stasis lurches into movement, 'inter­
mediate' becomes 'transitional' and a new approach to 
phenomena begins: morphology, the science of develop­
ing forms. Nature becomes a realm of 'mobile order' 
(H 1.203). 

It was also for Goethe one of ultimate unity. This too 
was not a new idea, but it could still be controversial. 
For theologians and some scientists of the day, man was 
not just the peak of creation but an isolated peak, 
discontinuous in his basic structures from the higher 
animals. Sure enough, man alone seemed to lack the 
intermaxillary bone-Q.E.D. But Goethe (and others 
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about the same time, like the Frenchman Viq d'Azyr­
priority is not at issue) found it there after all, in vestigial 
form. This repaired nature's continuum. What for the 
orthodox meant degrading man, in Goethe's eyes com­
pleted him, confirming his place in the natural order. 
That in itself not very significant bone was the 'keystone 
of man'. Analogy and homology continued to be central to 
Goethe's scientific thought. 

Plainly, his science was not just an ancillary to his 
practical duties, though they were its occasion. It 
elaborated his poet's intuition of the coherence and 
value of earthly things. Enthused by scientific study, he 
urges Charlotte von Stein to become a 'friend of the 
earth' (9 Sept. 1780). Sometimes his enthusiasm rises to 
near-poetry: 

What most delights me now is the plant world that 
pursues me; and that really is the way a thing becomes 
your own. Everything forces itself upon me, I no longer 
reflect on it, it all comes to meet me and the immense 
realm is simplifying itself in my mind so that soon I 
shall be able to read off the most difficult problem 
straight away. If only I could convey the eye for it and 
the pleasure of it to somebody, but it isn't possible. 
And it is no dream, no fantasy; it is a perception of the 
essential form with which so to speak nature is 
constantly playing, and bringing forth as it plays the 
manifold forms of life. If I had time in the short space 
of one lifetime, I believe I could extend it to all the 
realms of nature-to her whole realm. (9 July !786) 

These intuitions also now had a kind of philosophical 
backing. In the mid-n8os controversy again flared over 
the atheism of Spinoza. Goethe re-read him, felt a deep 
affinity with his view of nature, and saw in the Ethics a 
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programme for scientific research, of a kind that em­
braced love and reverence for the things investigated. 
Spinoza had written: 'The more we understand individ­
ual things, the more we understand God'-an immanent 
God, that is, accessible (so Goethe read Spinoza) to direct 
seeing, not just unguaranteed faith. This account of 
'intuitive knowledge' (scientia intuitiva), moving from 
the 'formal essence' of the divine attributes to the 
'formal essence' of things, gave Goethe 'the courage to 
devote my whole life to the contemplation of things' (s 
May 1786). 

Revealingly, he has transposed the dry scholastic term 
'formal essence' (essentia formalis) into his own typically 
dynamic 'essential form' (wesentliche Form). Revealingly 
in a different way, the direct perception of an essential 
form is linked with the pressure of time on the 
individual observer. Francis Bacon had proposed a 
'boundless empiricism' in which all observations were 
equal-and innumerable. So 'before one can get to the 
stage of induction, even such induction as Bacon 
advocates, before one can get to the stage of simplification 
and conclusion, life goes by and one's powers are 
exhausted' (H 14.91). There must surely be a way to grasp 
many instances in one representative case, an archetype 
or 'primal phenomenon' ( Urphanomen) beyond which 
man then need not go. The limits set for human 
existence help to dictate the quality scientific truth shall 
have. 

These pressures and aspirations shape Goethe's scien­
tific thinking and method. He insists on the study of 
individual phenomena, and is to that extent an em­
piricist. But he is always looking beyond analysis to 

synthesis; general and particular are held in balance and 
'seen' together; the parts of the book of nature are read in 
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the light of the whole, 'otherwise every separate thing is 
only a dead letter' ( I7 Nov. 1784). The-in some sense­
divine ground and wholeness of the world are presup­
posed, and to that extent Goethe is a metaphysician. 

A typical product of this dual impulse is the notion of 
the 'primal plant' ( Urpflanze), the model of plant growth 
he was groping towards before Italy. It developed rapidly 
in the southern climate and in response to the southern 
flora-'Many things that at home I only suspected and 
sought for with the microscope, I can see here with my 
own eyes as a certainty beyond doubt' (18 Aug. 1787}­
and it finally burst on his mind in a public garden in 
Palermo. For him it was the form all plants had devel­
oped from, it was visible to his eye in the configuration of 
every one of them, and it was what allowed him to recog­
nise a plant as such. These very disparate functions, point­
ing back to the preoccupations of Plato as much as they 
pointed onward to those of Darwin, are hardly to be carried 
out by a single entity. If Goethe could 'see' his primal plant 
in every specimen, as he insisted when Schiller called it 
'not an experience but an idea' (H 10.540 f.), then that was 
only because what the eye sees is in large measure what 
the mind is expecting and seeking. If one primal plant 
was the original for all plants, then it was only in the 
sense that an initial model could be conceived for a set of 
plant organs, each with infinite possibilities, to be 
combined in infinite permutations (something the poem 
'Die Metamorphose der Pflanzen/ (Metamorphosis of 
Plants) conveys lucidly and beautifully). As for recognising 
a plant as a plant, nothing more novel was needed for 
that than a concept. Some epistemological confusion is 
plaini but so is the symbolic cohesiveness of Goethe's 
approach to things. 

The same quality is present in his idea that the most 
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fundamental plant organ was the leaf, all the others 
being modifications, caused by a gradual refinement of 
the sap as it moves outwards; or in the idea which 
applies a similar method to anatomy and explains the 
mammalian skull as a modification of the vertebrae; or 
again in the idea of compensation in animal develop­
ment which ensures that hypertrophy of one organ (e.g. 
horns! will be balanced by a reduction in another (e.g. 
teeth), as if the animal were a quantum of potential 
growth contained in a flexible ring. Each is a brilliant 
aperyu, a perception of formal possibilities often reached 
in a sudden quasi-poetic inspiration. Not without long 
preparatory work-Goethe was no dilettante, he made 
extensive and minute observations and he was com­
mitted to experiment as the means of rectifying the 
understanding so as to achieve a 'pure' vision of 
phenomena (H 13.25). But essentially he was operating 
with the eye of the imagination. 

This approach is of course not peculiar to poets. Good 
scientists develop a quasi-aesthetic intuitive 'feel' in 
respect of the phenomena they study, which runs ahead 
of and then has to be checked by analytical procedures. 
Leaps of the imagination can carry a science forward at a 
critical juncture in its history. The life-sciences were at 
such a juncture in Goethe's day, and his morphological 
method was the right and fruitful direction of develop­
ment, even if many of his results are now known to have 
been wrong in detail. True, his thinking is not in all 
points as modern as it may seem: he conceives develop­
ment as springing from inherent principles of growth, 
with environment playing only a subsidiary role, and is 
thus nearer to St Augustine's 'seminal reasons' than to 
Darwinian evolution. But he has left pre-scientific 
teleology behind and helped to open the free play of 
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nature to those later interpretations that will go beyond 
the forms to the controlling forces of selection and gene, 
and bear out even more dramatically his view that 
species are only phases in an endless flux. Goethe's place 
in the history of biology is safe. 

But where perceptions of form and transformation 
were not central, Goethe could be at cross-purposes with 
science. This was most disastrously the case in his long, 
bitter polemic against Newton's theory of light and 
colour. It was not just that Goethe misunderstood 
Newton to be saying 'that clear, pure, unsullied light is 
composed of dark lights'; or that he reviled Newton for 
bad faith, for 'anticipating' truth, imposing an a priori 
view and then using all his ingenuity to defend it; or that 
he accused the scientific community of being cowed 
into conformity by Newton's prestige. (He had some 
grounds for this suspicion in so far as his own earlier 
theories had been dismissed largely because he was not 
one of the guild.) It was rather that he pressed his attack 
further, against scientific analysis itself because it went 
beyond what could be seen, dissolving light and colour 
into the abstractions of physics, and thereby destroying 
the very phenomenon itself as the human observer 
knows it. 

This was the weakness of Goethe's strength: the 
commitment to wholeness that carried him beyond 
Linnaeus makes him fall short of Newton. The frustration 
of battling against an established but 'mistaken' view 
drives him to extremes. He rejects the use of mathe­
matics (which he elsewhere respects), shuns deliberately 
devised experiments (which he elsewhere practises), 
discourages the use of instruments (which he elsewhere 
allows), and declares the 'primal phenomena' of light 
and dark, which in his theory make up colour, to be 
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limiting cases that man not only need not but must not 
go beyond. By all these means, he seems to be setting 
bounds to scientific probing. 'The uninvestigable' which 
he elsewhere speaks of as a necessary residue when 
science has pressed as far as it can, here becomes a 
sanctum which science may not enter. 

This has made him in recent times a much-invoked 
ally of writers with doubts about or animus towards 
modern science. His insistence on self-limitation is 
celebrated as a wisdom to which man should return. The 
key concept is 'wholeness': the qualitative wholeness of 
the phenomenon, which science ought not to dissolve 
into quantitative abstractioni the corresponding whole­
ness of the human student, from which a neutral, 
'abstract' scientific observer ought not to be separated 
OUti and the wholeness of SCience itself, which ought tO 
be kept actively in view as a condition of every mono­
graphic investigation. 

This last point excepted, the 'wisdom' is surely un­
tenable, a caricature of Goethe's best tendencies. It 
shows him refusing to follow the logic of his own 
empiricismi for if observation of phenomena is to be 
progressively 'purified', then qualitative nuances of form 
must eventually become quantities to be measured with 
micro-precision. By its whole history and rationale, 
science pursues the nature of things to levels beyond the 
power of the 'whole' human being to perceive with 
unaided bodily organs. To resist this progression-to 
insist that man himself is 'the perfect and most precise 
apparatus for physics that there can be' (H 12-458)-is to 
make science not just anthropocentric but anthropo­
morphic. Science inevitably travels away from life and 
the world as sense and common sense and even artistic 
vision know them, to find at the end of the journey (in 



Order 

Werner Heisenberg's words) 'no longer life and no longer 
world, but instead understanding and clarity with regard 
to the ideas in accordance with which the world is 
constructed'. 

Science is also irretrievably a partial activity of the 
human being, one unit in the division of intellectual 
labour. Restoring 'wholeness' after this as after any other 
partial activity is a task which must lie outside the 
activity itself, as Schiller demonstrated in his Aesthetic 
Letters of I 79 5 (Briefe iiber die iisthetische Erziehung des 
Menschen), which encompass the whole problem. To try 
to restore human wholeness within the partial activity 
is a confusion of categories. That the contribution of 
science to man's total achievement and needs should be 
integrated as only one element in the broader range of 
his interests is another matter, a more serious necessity 
from which 'Goethean' attacks on modern science can 
only distract attention and effort. But keeping science in 
its place intellectually and socially, as only one view of 
several that arise from man's nature and must all have a 
voice, does not at all mean denying science its right to 
specialisation, abstraction and precision within its own 
sphere. 

It is easy enough, especially for disgruntled non­
scientists, to assail modern science. But it is also 
perilous to reject scientific rigour in the name of private 
qualitative intuitions which claim descent from Goethe 
and whose status then rests, in a reversal of the 
argument by which Goethe's contemporaries dismissed 
his theories, on his prestige as a poet. Perilous, because 
since the seventeenth century science has been not just a 
technique for investigating and manipulating nature, 
but also an intellectual tradition and paradigm of 
argument and verification with implications far beyond 
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its own sphere. Attacks on scientific objectivity and 
rationality have often been accompanied, not coinci­
dentally, by attacks on other basic values. What then 
guarantees the quality of the 'qualitative' alternative? 
One need only recall that in 1933 the poet and Nazi 
fellow-traveller Gottfried Benn, who had pretensions to 
scientific knowledge, publicly glorified Goethe's science 
as 'the first rejection of European intellectualism' and of 
the Newtonian 'objective world' in favour of an 'exis­
tential and transcendent world' which alone mattered. 
Such a renewal was allegedly going forward at that time 
in Germany-that is, the wholesale plunge into irra­
tionalism which was totally to destroy German intel­
lectual standards and much more. 

Goethe the scientist needs rescuing from the admirers 
who cultivate his extremes and make him out to be 
virtually an obscurantist. In fact, nobody who founded a 
far-reaching new approach in one area of science can 
properly be presented as retrogressive. A possibility for 
anyone not in principle opposed to modern scientific 
method, and therefore not in need of a stalking-horse, 
would be simply to conclude that Goethe was good at 
some sciences and bad at others. Yet that would be an 
ungenerous judgement in the larger context of his life's 
work and the even larger context of the relation of poets 
generally to the·world as studied by science. For Goethe 
was more fully engaged with the physical world as an 
object of enquiry, nearer to a detailed grasp of its 
workings, and more active in furthering and spreading 
scientific knowledge than any other major poet has 
been, except perhaps the Lucretius. he admired. All his 
later poetry takes account implicitly of that large extra­
poetic reality; it is enriched by the mood-far more often 
harmonious than polemical-that grows from his under-
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standing of the world as a place where man's body, mind 
and emotions can be at home. At home, that is, not just 
in cosy inertia, but as active participants in the constant 
activity of the world. This is perhaps the deepest of 
Goethe's intuitions, that man is movement within 
movement; and it is in harmony with some of the 
fundamental discoveries of science since his time. For 
all his attachment to the human scale and his dislike of 
abstraction, he would surely have been fascinated by 
particle physics, where extreme abstraction from 'reality' 
as we know it visualises minute worlds within worlds 
and translates inert matter into movement, true to 
Goethe's own dictum: '"State" is a foolish word, 
because nothing stands still and everything is in motion' 
(23 Nov. r812). 
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The fruit of these experiments and influences was a 
phase of Classical writing-outwardly Classical in its 
forms and themes, but (more importantly) Classical in 
essence too, because Goethe's individualism had freely 
found its own balance, sense of order, and norms. This 
was not a recantation of his early individualism-it grew 
naturally and unforcedly out of it. But there is still a 
pleasing paradox. 'Classicism' always implies harmony 
and control and a restraining or supportive order, but 
these things are usually derived from outside, often from 
a stable society whose ethos is reflected-may demand to 
be reflected-in art. Goethe has no such community to 
give him support or make demands; there was in his 
time virtually no 'German society', at all events none 
coherent enough for that cultural role. In its absence, he 
created one man's order; a formal culture grounded in 
natural impulse; a personal and individual-if we want 
to push paradox to the extreme, a Romantic-Classicism. 

The paradox of his Classicism can be no objection to 
its substance. Goethe's vision of existence and of man is 
as rich and fine as anything earlier Classicisms can show. 
This was in itself, even apart from the works it 
generated, a historic achievement. Over the next decades, 
Romanticism was to unmake the old European world of 
beliefs, rules and conventions in the name of that same 
individualism which was Goethe's strength. But it could 
not remake the world anew in a single coherent image. 
Goethe, at the very outset of the upheaval, did precisely 
that. This last European Classicism is thus anything but 
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a late derivative or epigonistic sideshow to the main 
cultural action of the age, it is an authentic creation and 
a measure of what individual power and versatility can 
achieve. 

Goethe's isolation, fortunately for him, did not remain 
total. Something of what society did not give was 
provided by another isolated individual, Friedrich Schiller. 
It was a stroke of luck that a literary partner should 
appear just when most wanted. But Schiller was also a 
fine critic, of the rare kind that can perceive the largest 
historical and cultural issues as precisely as the quality 
of one line of verse. His remarkable first act of friendship 
was to write Goethe a letter explaining him to himself­
the growth of his mind, his place in cultural history, his 
role in the German present. It was the seed of a brilliant 
essay, On nafve and sentimental Poetry lUber naive 
und sentimentalische Dichtung), written soon after. 
The Goethe who had trusted implicitly in nature and 
felt an instinctive affinity with the ancients now learned 
why. His career from early poetry to mature vision fell 
into place in a theory which saw nature not as the 
fundamental antithesis of culture, but as its first and 
normative phase. Much as Rousseau had imagined a 
state of nature as man's pre-social origin, Schiller 
presented intuitive oneness with nature as the basis of 
man's earliest perception and artistic rendering of the 
world. Such 'naive' oneness was a rare survival in 
modem times. All European vernacular literature suf­
fered from its loss, and could only yearn and aspire 
'sentimentally' to regain it or some higher analogue of it. 
Whatever the historical reasons for this sequence-the 
Christian conscience which complicated man's instinc­
tual world with radical inner conflicts, or the philosophi­
cal 'Fall' of man into a hindering self-consciousness-
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reflectiveness was the necessary burden (in both _se~s~s) 
of modem writing. True, reflectiveness offere~ m mt~ 
literary potential. But for that very reason It place 
the closed perfection of ancient works beyond the 
modem reach. There had been a few happy excep­
tions to this historical fate: Shakespeare, Cervantes, 
Moliere. And now, as a precious live specimen round 
whom Schiller's thought could take shape, there was 
Goethe. In him Schiller saw the unbroken link with 
nature, the 'pure' objective gaze not clouded by inner 
division, the instinctive spontaneity of the creative act, 
the perfection of finite forms-in short, the 'nai:ve' poet. 
Drawing these threads together, Schiller's theory 
'placed' Goethe in perspectives even more grandiose 
than he had been aware of. It was a final integration of 
his individualism into a higher order. 

This theorist Schiller was also a highly practical man. 
Already through dire need an experienced editor of 
almanachs, collections and single-handed literary journals, 
he _now wanted to assemble Germany's better-known 
wnters as contributors to a new periodical, Die Horen 
~Hor~e), whose authority would be unquestioned. When, 
mevaably, its authority was questioned he became the 
ge~eral in command of a satirical count,er-attack which 
S~Iped and swiped at nearly every writer and thinker in 
t 1 e la.nd. After that, Schiller settled to producing 
a ongside Goethe the dense succession of his dramas and 
poems that make Weimar Classicism a shared achieve­
ment. The thousand letters they exchanged give a 
h~ckstage view of this decade of passionate devotion to 
h1gh aesthetic theory and artistic practice; and they 
record a friendship which was none the less privately 
cordial for being centred on a programme of public 
activity. 
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'Classicism' implies completed forms, and Goethe's 
prime imperative after Italy was therefore to finish the 
works left lying from his first Weimar decade or earlier: 
the dramas Egmont, Iphigenie auf Tauris, Torquato 
Tasso and Faust, and the novel Wilhelm Meister. These 
projects, once completed, virtually are his Classical 
reuvre, which is thus made up not of the artistic 
conceptions of a ready-made Classicist but of responses 
to a series of questions left open in his formative years. 
Meeting this challenge helped to shape his Classical 
style. 

Egmont stays truest to its roots. It is historical drama 
in the manner of Gotz, prose-though with subterranean 
pentameters-in the realistic mode. Iphigenie and Tasso 
are in polished verse, confirming along with Schiller's 
Don Carlos that the Shakespearean blank-verse line, if 
not Shakespeare's grander baroque imagery, was to be 
the mode of German serious drama. 

Jphigenie traces the victory of humane actions over 
tragic possibilities, and is consequently sometimes 
dismissed as facile and dated. (We are not supposed to 
believe in such victories now.) But the dismissal is itself 
facile, the result of merely juxtaposing Goethe's denoue­
ment unimaginatively with routine modem expecta­
tions while ignoring the dramatic argument. This is 
made of fine steel; designed to improve on the ethical 
crudity of Euripides's version, it can equally well stand 
up to the cliches of later pessimism. · 

In Euripides's play, Iphigeneia has been the priestess 
of Artemis in remote Tauris ever since the goddess 
rescued her from sacrifice at her father's hands; her 
brother Orestes has come there to steal the barbarian 
tribe's image of Artemis as the price set by Apollo for 
freeing him of the Furies who have pursued him since he 

57 



Goe.the 

murdered his mother. !The sacrifice and the murder are 
connected phases in the tale of horror which their family 
has been living through for generations.) Caught in the 
act of stealing, brother and sister are rescued by Athena 
from the furious barbarians, who have to put up with the 
loss of priestess and image for divine purposes. 

Goethe takes over this plot as a fa<;ade and rebuilds the 
structure of meaning from within. The ancient black­
and-white issue with its wholly unspiritual adventure­
story outcome gives way to a subtler alternative which 
is a spiritual and a practical necessity for Iphigenie. She 
finally cannot join in robbery. She reveals all to King 
Thoas, rejecting male stealth and violence and gambling 
Greek lives on an appeal to a barbarian's humanity. May 
not people be rendered humane by humane treatment, 
and does even a barbarian stand outside the circle of 
humanity and potential nobility? This is very much an 
eighteenth-century Enlightened idea (cf. Mozart's Sera­
glio), and Iphigenie is Goethe's most clearly Enlight­
enment work. But in Iphigenie herself it is feeling, not 
philosophy, that directs. She acts from a faith in nobler 
gods than the other characters are able to conceive, gods 
who surely cannot want her to do a wrong, and who 
surely will not allow her and her brother to perish if she 
does right. When Thoas yields and she has won, it is for 
her the gods' doing; Orest, too, suddenly sees that the 
oracle 'really' wanted him to fetch this human sister 
back from Tauris, not Apollo's sister in effigy !which 
nicely avoids conflict over who is to have the image). But 
to the spectator, the outcome seems more the triumph 
of Iphigenie's human initiative in a dangerously open 
situation-and thus ultimately of the dea in anima that 
lies behind her actions and replaces Euripides's rescuing 
dea ex machina. The denouement is far from being 
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divinely preordained, but remains touch-and-go till the 
end. 

It is also far from being dated. The arguments of trust 
and moral initiative are close to those at the heart of the 
debate over nuclear disarmament. And there is a distinc­
tively feminine, even feminist, logic in Iphigenie's 
growing unease with her passive role. She reaches the 
point of ethical breakthrough after repeated subordin­
ations to men: to her father, who would have sacrificed 
her to get a fair wind for Troy; to King Thoas, who tries 
to blackmail her into marriage; to her brother and his 
friend Pylades, who want her to lie as part of their plan. 
That she will not do this is due not just to the King's past 
kindnesses, nor ithough this is a vital factor reaching out 
beyond the bounds of the play) because she must keep 
her hands pure so as to cleanse her family of its age-old 
curse; it is also because the ills that stretch back through 
that dark sequence visibly bear the same stamp of 
largely male impetuosity, of grim action and grim 
reaction. Her alternative-the logic is unanswerable­
is the only hope of breaking out of the sequence. 

Yet even as Iphigenie follows her conscience, her 
doubts and fears make her human in the humbler sense; 
she is not some kind of moral superwoman, oblivious of 
the risks she is running. As a serious probing of the 
ethics of action within a complex web of demands and 
uncertainties, Goethe's Iphigenie leaves most later 
drama standing. It certainly must not be refused serious 
attention on the fixed assumption that moral integrity is 
implausible in literature and ineffectual in life. 

In Iphigenie individualism (a new ethic) triumphs over 
the generality (conventional beliefs and tactics) and 
thereby creates a new generality of principle. The play 
has common ground, and very nearly a common date, 
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with Kant's categorical imperative, the doctrine that a 
moral action is one which yields a maxim for all similar 
situations. Torquato Tasso has the same configuration 
as Iphigenie, the individual versus the conventions of a 
group: a court poet's talent and its associated sensitivities 
are out of joint with the decorum of social life. That 
sounds like an echo of Goethe and Weimar, and he did 
once call the play 'flesh of my flesh and bone of my bone' 
(E 6 May 1827). If completed when first conceived, it 
might have been directly autobiographical. But left to 
time and change, it became a more objective study, first 
of the (on the whole un-Goethean) historical Tasso; and 
beyond that of the way any erratic block of 'nature' 
affects and is affected by the environment which cannot 
understand it. Instead of being known and taken for 
what he is and cannot help being, Tasso is nannied, 
resented, affronted and intrigued over by variously 
motivated men and women of the Ferrara court. To his 
patrons he is successively a prized possession, an 
educable object, an embarrassment and a victim. Only at 
the very end does one man affirm Tasso's nature for 
what it is. But by this time he has been cast off by the 
court; his and our only consolation is his poetic response 
to fiasco (the present one and its probable successors) 
which will enrich humanity at his private expense. Yet 
the social loser in this Chekhovian semi -tragedy has the 
last word in more than just that poetic sense. The 
generality has failed to accept the individual for better 
and worse as a distinctive compound of talents and 
weaknesses. For all the court's sophistication and 
Tasso's gaucherie, which the play makes amply clear, it 
is the generality rather than the individual that stands 
condemned. 

As with Tasso, completing the novel Wilhelm Meister 
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involved a shift of attitude to a semi-autobiographical 
project of the early Weimar years. This time Goethe's 
changes can be measured, because the original uncom­
pleted text came to light in 1911: Wilhelm Meister's 
Theatrical Mission (Wilhelm Meisters theatralische 
Sendung). Out of this (for its day) remarkably realistic 
picture of eighteenth-century Germany, Goethe crafted 
a subtle structure of connections and cross-references 
and imposed on it the conscious uniformity of a 'pure' 
style. Out of the serious record of a serious commitment 
to theatre as a means to social effect (a possibility which 
the young Goethe's experiences did not rule out) he 
made a detached, even ironic account of a well-meaning 
young man who takes a wrong turning in life. Theatre 
remains the stuff of the story, but the real theme is now 
character, choice, error, and the chance to learn which 
error offers. 

The hero's ambitions to act and write for the theatre 
grow from his perception of German society: for him the 
theatre is the only place where a bourgeois, normally 
limited to the functions of acquiring and possessing, can 
move in the freer dimension of simply 'being' and 
'appearing' which is the social preserve of the nobilityi 
and for his fragmented country, theatre is to be a means 
of moral and social cultivation and perhaps even a way 
towards the community of feeling that might make it a 
nation. Direct experience of both theatre and nobility 
leaves the grand notions somewhat batteredi a wiser 
Wilhelm gradually gives up pursuing the total 'har­
monious development of my nature' to which he first 
aspired. Instead he settles for useful self-limitation (he 
will eventually become a surgeon) within a society 
which is the only possible form of human totality in 
modern times. 
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This may sound a shade moralistic, but the novel is not 
priggish in tone, or even obtrusively didactic. Direct 
didacticism has no place in Goethe's Classical pro­
gramme; and it is the strength of the German Bildungs­
roman or novel of education, of which Wilhelm Meister 
is the true founding text, that the writer need not overtly 
teach, because he can simply show his central character 
learning. Wilhelm is shown embracing a great range of 
experience, social and erotic, in his theatrical adventures. 
Though he finally turns his back on the theatre, he 
rejects it not as an object of moral repugnance-even an 
actress of easy virtue like Philine appears humanly to 
better advantage than the dutiful bourgeois Werner, who 
amasses profits by a way of life that is visibly stultifying 
-but as an illusion he has grown out of. 

It may still seem surprising that a Classical artist 
should describe so extensively a withdrawal from the 
life of art-especially when his partner Schiller was 
arguing at exactly this time that art was the one agency 
independent of social influences which might make 
divided, specialised man whole again. But Goethe was 
looking back critically at an actual failure of simplistic 
ambitions to reshape society directly through the 
theatre. This was a realistic complement to ~chil~er's 
idealistic programme, which in any case had no IlluslOns 
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shaped the individuals to compose it. Their 'aesthetic 
education' did not involve devoting their lives to art; and 
if Wilhelm Meister is not ideally shaped by his attempt 
to do that, this again is realistic. It is Goethe's art, in 
portraying a development in more useful directions, that 
is calculated to have (true to Schiller's programme) its 
own long-term effect, not least by its direct appeal to the 
bourgeois practical ethos. All too much later German­
and European-writing was to be art about art and 
artists, literature about the processes and problems of 
literature, spinning itself steadily into a cocoon of self­
reference from which no substantive butterfly ever 
emerges. After taking in the artist problem, as far as it 
has a general point, in Torquato Tasso, Goethe sets his 
face plainly against further artistic introspection in 
Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship (Wilhelm Meisters 
Lehrjahre), as it was now called. That is why Navalis, 
one of the German Romantics who were a major source 
of the art-about-art tradition, saw Goethe's novel as 
philistine, a 'Candide against poetry'. 

It is on the contrary in total harmony with Goethe's 
own poetry. For below the theme of turning away from 
art to practical life, there is the suggestion that 
Wilhelm's education is a profoundly natural process, an 
unfolding of what is in the character rather than a result 
of external chance. Much that happens seems fated, even 
benevolently organised-as often in novels, it turns out 
to be a small world and a coherent one. Yet these 
comtorting connections are only a quasi-allegorical 
framework for an inner growth. As ever, the benevolent 
force of nature is what may aptly be called Goethe's root 
assumption. 

New poetry, inevitably, sprouted vigorously among 
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the larger works of Goethe's Classicism: hexameters and 
Classical distich, narratives, elegies, epigrams, didactic 
poems and ballads. Most ambitiously Classical is the 
miniature epic Hermann und Dorothea, which cele­
brates the landscape, ethos, occupations and artefacts of 
the contemporary Rhineland, all illuminated by a brill­
iant Homeric sun. As is required if idyll is not to be 
insipid, there is a shadow in the background, cast by the 
military expansionism of revolutionary France before 
which Dorothea and her people are fleeing; and there is 
also much irony, albeit affectionate, in the use of the 
grand Greek hexametric manner to portray eighteenth­
century small-town German bourgeois. Their live 
counterparts ignored the irony and made this Goethe's 
most popular work since Werther. 

The unity of Goethe's Classical reuvre lies in the way 
individuality asserts itself under the even and serene 
style-not as an arbitrary rebellion against convention, 
but as the finally unquestionable unfolding of a distinc­
tive personal nature. Even in idyll, with its seemingly 
bland affirmation of changeless ways, the shy boy 
Hermann has to find and assert himself before he can 
marry. the refugee girl against his father's sense of 
bourgeois fitness. Social convention yields to an even 
stronger and more permanent force; nature is the ever­
renewed impulse for change within what seems out­
wardly changeless. 

The Classical Goethe appears as a man at home in a 
world he has explored and come to understand, in which 
he can lead a purposeful and immensely productive 
life-a relative idyll over which immediate shadows fell 
only in r8os, with Schiller's death, and r8o6, with the 
return of war to North German soil. A decade of 
persisting and completing in the spirit of a new aesthetic 
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had transformed an inspirational, erratically brilliant 
poet into a literary master-craftsman. He had met the 
challenge of his own lines from the 'Prelude on the stage' 
of Faust: 'If you reckon you're a poet,/Order poetry to 
come' (H 3.rs). 

But what about Faust itself? 
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Northern medieval murk was no place for an avowed 
Classicist. Committed though Goethe was to the tidying 
of his pre-Classical desk, it seemed at first more 
appropriate to abandon this legend of devil-conjuring 
and soul-selling than to complete it. So in 1790 he 
published most of what he had written as an avowed 
fragment (Faust, ein Fragment). But the subject was not 
so easily disposed of. Schiller itched to see the ?Cenes his 
friend had held back; Goethe himself felt the fascination 
of the sealed packet. In 1797 he reopened it, added 
indispensable sections (especially Faust's pact with 
Mephistopheles), rewrote and restored others, and in 1 8o8 
published a relatively rounded text. The Classicist had 
broken bounds and come to terms with the old Christian 
cautionary tale. 

But this was still only 'The Tragedy, Part One'. Faust 
had come through the despair, the bargaining, and one 
shattering episode-his love and destruction of Gretchen; 
but the consequences of his agreement with Mephisto 
were far from worked out. Goethe was already thinking 
of a Second Part, with an arch-Classical motif at its core, 
the conjuring-up of Helen of Troy; unlike the brief ap­
pearance as a court sensation which Marlowe allows her 
in his Doctor Faustus, Goethe's realisation of this epi­
sode was to make three massive acts. Yet when he came 
to execute the plan fully, in the last decade of his life, he 
was far beyond any single-minded Classicism; the poet 
who wrote the grand festival of Greek mythological 
figures that matches the Witches' Sabbath of Part One 
and introduces Helen was not a doctrinaire Classicist 
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but a virtuoso capable of shaping all cultural materials 
into equal beauty with equal conviction. 

It is an apt irony that the Classicist wrote much of the 
nordic hocus-pocus, and the post-Classicist that fantastic 
Greek intermezzo. For Faust fits into no neat schema of 
its author's poetic evolution. It was bigger than any 
phase, an antidote to all exclusive commitments, a 
theme round which multifarious materials could accrete, 
to be treated with a range of techniques that almost 
empties the poetic cupboard. It was a lifelong challenge 
to Goethe's imagination. Whatever else is going on at 
almost any time in his creative life, Faust is being 
planned, gestated, resisted, written, or revisedi and when 
it is finished, the poet dies. It was not so much a 
composition as a symbiosis. 

The result is correspondingly vast. Even English­
speaking readers brought up to the wide dramatic 
freedoms of Shakespeare may find Faust hard to grasp­
immense in scope (over r2,ooo lines), digressive in 
structure (for long stretches the central dramatic issue 
seems lost to sight), and often abstruse in detail. All in 
all, a bizarre monster rather than an obvious masterpiece. 
It has duly offered scope for endless and sometimes itself 
bizarre criticism and controversy: for allegorical readings 
of its characters, its obscurer passages and its overall 
structurei for minute genetic dissection of the layers of 
the texti and for fierce debate over whether it finally 
amounts to a unity. What has never been and cannot be 
questioned is the unparalleled beauty and power of the 
poetry. Faust is above all a poem rather than a readily 
practicable stage-drama, increasingly as it proceeds a 
phantasmagoria for the theatre of the mind-though 
film might conceivably encompass it. Part One is 
relatively naturalistic, with its location in 'Gothic' 
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Germany, a university, a small provincial town. But Part 
Two is on another plane altogether, a mythic action in 
the indeterminate space-time of the imagination, Faust 
himself a mythic embodiment of human impulses who 
can retrieve Greek Helen from the realm of Persephone 
and enter into a marriage with her which is also an 
allegorical union of their cultures. And the brief lifespan 
of their son commemorates the dead Byron. 

This may sound ponderous and 'Germanic', but it is no 
more ponderous than the myth-play of James Joyce's 
Ulysses, and as much a stylistic tour de force. Cultural 
materials are not plumped down for the reader's dutiful 
assimilation but displayed and played with for the colour 
and delight of their shifting facets and cross-connections. 
'These very serious jests' was the old Goethe's phrase for 
his Faust (I? March r832L and 'jests' must be taken as 
seriously as 'serious'. 

But what are the serious themes? What did the legend 
offer Goethe and what did he make of it? The sixteenth­
century German chapbook original, from which Marlowe's 
Doctor Faustus also ultimately derives, was a popular 
tale of sin and retribution, offering the vicarious thrill of 
the one and the self-righteous enjoyment of the other. Dr 
Johann Faust bargains his soul for twenty-four years of 
Mephisto's service as procurer of pleasure and knowledge. 
He has his heart's desire and is duly carried off at the end, 
leaving good Christian readers to shake their heads and 
be warned as well as satisfied by their glimpse of the 
illicit. It is a black-and-white story sprung from a black­
and-white view of life, for which pleasures of the senses 
and prying into secret knowledge were in themselves 
dangerous distractions from man's eternal welfare; to 
facilitate them by commerce with the devil was perhaps 
more a difference of degree than of kind. 
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As once before in Iphigenie, where he instilled new 
meaning into the bargain between Orest and Apollo, 
Goethe makes a primitive issue complex, this time in an 
even more complex way. True, Faust appears first as the 
medieval quester after knowledge, frustrated because 
academic eminence has brought him no reward but 
further studious incarceration and because he has ex­
hausted orthodox knowledge without achieving true 
insight, let alone wisdom. He is desperate to escape from 
his gloomy Gothic interior, and ripe for the turn to 
magical means. But before Mephisto is brought on, there 
is a dazzling prelude which puts him and his conven­
tional devilry permanently in the shade. With the aid of 
alchemical signs, Faust first attains a vision of the 
interweaving patterns of the macrocosm and then 
conjures up the blind amoral force that lies behind them, 
driving life and death through their tireless cycles: the 
Earth Spirit. These two conceptions set Goethe's pan­
theistic imagination alight; what Faust experiences 
becomes credible in the poetry. 

Already the play is rising far above its source-story. 
The curiosity of a metaphysical peeping Tom has 
become the burning aspiration of a mind worthy to see 
into the world's deepest workings. A character whose 
thirst for and glimpse of that reality can find words such 
as Goethe gives him cannot be a warning example of 
evil. The plot has lost its scapegoat and its traditional 
theme; the pursuit of knowledge has acquired a noble 
ring, and will surely not be punishable. The supersti­
tions on which the Faust legend was based have failed to 
survive the Enlightenment-although no Enlighten­
ment writer ever rose to such poetic eloquence to 
celebrate the spirit of enquiry. Knowledge of the world is 
validated now not by argument but by beauty. 
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As it happens, a kindly God-the-Father has already told 
us in a 'Prologue in Heaven' that all will tum out well 
for Faust in the end, and has licensed Mephisto to do his 
worst as merely (this is another classic Enlightenment 
idea) a contributor to the divine plan. Yet this reassuring 
deity belongs in every sense to another world. He is a 
conventional figure and the Prologue a pale preliminary 
which the Classical Goethe later set before those first 
fiery sequences in his efforts to contain arA shape the 
plot. We 'know' what this scene and figure tell us, but 
discursively, as information; we know what the Earth 
Spirit conveys because of the total poetic conviction 
which the scene and the figure carry. 

But the insight into beauty and power is too aw•~some 
for Faust, and the Spirit rejects him. With humih.nion 
added to his initial despair, he is a potential client for a 
lesser figure, the Mephistopheles of the legend. Not 
surprisingly, Faust is a reluctant buyer, having seen 
greater things from the Earth-Spirit. Mephisto, all un­
knowing, still trades in wares that were good enough for 
a former Faust. From the start the two are at eros•. 
purposes. So when Mephisto offers varied pleasures no" 
if Faust will serve him in the afterlife, Faust (who knows 
and cares nothing about the beyond) can conceive of no 
pleasure that would ever satisfy his striving mind. He 
offers a still only half-comprehending Mephisto a wager 
which entirely reshapes the material of legend. Instead of 
a man avid for pleasure and ready to squander his soul to 
secure it, this Faust declares his disbelief that experience 
could ever be so pleasurable that he would wish to hold 
on to any fragment of it; and he agrees to let the moment 
he does so be his last. 

Yet with Mephisto's aid he is to plunge with a will 
into the full range of experiences the world can offer and 
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to expand his being to bursting-point with every kind of 
human weal and woe. With what aim? Simply that of 
knowing the typical phenomena of life piecemeal and by 
accumulation, now that he has been denied the more 
intimate contact with life's inmost forces glimpsed in 
the conjuration of the Earth Spirit. It is a vast programme 
entered into with no illusions, much less any hedonistic 
appetite. To seize on any one moment as sufficient in its 
perfection would not merely give Mephisto his triumph 
in the old dramatic terms (though the word 'soul' has not 
even been mentioned); more importantly, it would put 
an end to a pursuit of knowledge which is a theme in its 
own right-and distinctively Goethean in its stress on 
the earthly and the individual. 

All this is, genetically speaking, late material-the 
pact scene, like the 'Prologue in Heaven', largely dates 
from after 1797, and bears the Classical hallmark of the 
flowing pentameters that have taken over from the 
deliberately archaic four-beat doggerel of the opening. 
But in setting the theme of ceaseless movement and 
activity explicitly to govern the further course of the 
play, Goethe's version of the pact remains true to those 
old early scenes in which he had shown the restless 
Faust reaching out for fullest contact with the world in 
all its power and complexity. Faust becomes a small 
human analogue of the Earth Spirit itself, and to that 
extent in harmony with the underlying reality of things. 

The antithesis 'activity-passivity' supplants the 
legend's antithesis 'good-evil' as the value system 
behind the action; and its seeming amorality has 
remained permanently disturbing to readers and critics 
in a culture with Christian roots. In the pact scene, little 
sense of evil is left. There are only whiffs of sulphur and 
hubris, Mephisto demands a signature in Faust's blood 
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!even this is scorned by Faust as pedantry); there is no 
awareness of sin, in Faust's mind or in anything Mephisto 
says-his jaunty cynicism belies theological earnestness 
and masks his grimmer intentions, leaving him a largely 
comic character. 

But Gretchen is different. In her, the tragic victim of 
Faust's love, sin has all the reality of the legend's own 
dark period; and in representing her downfall, Goethe 
does justice as much as Christian dramatist ever did to a 
suffering which is redoubled by the sufferer's awareness 
that her soul is separated from God. Having shown with 
supreme poetic tact the growth of a simple girl's love for 
a sophisticated stranger, he traces the insidious sequence 
by which innocent impulses lead to crime and sin: what 
began as affection ends in accidental murder, infanticide, 
madness and impending execution. At the end he 
portrays most movingly a guileless mind, crazed with 
guilt and fear, yet choosing to embrace earthly punish­
ment and divine judgement rather than flee with the 
agents of her downfall-the remorseful lover and the 
eerie companion she has always instinctively shrunk 
from. In the final prison scene, what is left of Gretchen 
dwarfs them both, dramatically and morally. As the 
horses for her escape wait vainly, shivering in the first 
light, the impatient Mephisto cries out 'She is doomed!' 
But he is answered by a voice from above, and 
Gretchen's conviction of sin by an equally orthodox 
divine mercy, with the words 'Is saved!' 

Such orthodoxy only matches and serves Goethe's 
own Classical inclination. He added the rescuing words 
in the late 1790s because he clearly found their absence 
intolerable, just as he reshaped the whole scene in verse 
because he found the stark naturalistic prose of the 
original version intolerable. So he was being a little 
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disingenuous when in later years he replied to criticisms 
from the orthodox: 'Me heathen? I had Gretchen executed 
and I let Ottilie starve away !we shall meet her laterj, 
isn't that Christian enough for people? What do they 
want more Christian than that?' (H 6.623). For he was no 
Christian artist and even Gretchen is not a figure of 
Christian art; she is a Christian figure created by the 
highest secular art, embraced by the compassion of an 
art to which nothing human is foreign. 

Thematically she remains nevertheless in some 
measure a foreign element in Goethe's secularised 
treatment of the legend, a deeply moving dissonance. 
Structurally too her tragedy as a dramatic episode fits 
imperfectly into the overall scheme the pact lays down. 
It is of course possible to see her as one of the pleasures 
with which Mephisto tries to satisfy Faust; and Faust's 
first reaction to her-'Listen, you must get me the 
girl!'-suggests this. (It suggests, indeed, that he is much 
more the traditional pursuer of pleasure than Goethe's 
pact scene allows-and perhaps, when this much earlier 
scene was written, he still was.) But his lust quickly 
becomes love, carrying him far beyond Mephisto's 
range; devilish tactics with an eye to the pact are 
forgotten, and the episode turns into a complete mini­
ature bourgeois love-tragedy-'miniature' only in its 
relative brevity. Perhaps only Faust's abandoning of 
Gretchen, heartless and never expressly motivated in 
the text, can be read as an act of obedience on both his 
and Goethe's part to the imperative of the pact: that 
Faust shall move on to new experiences. But even this is 
to reinterpret from the standpoint of the finished text 
something which is as it is for originally quite different 
reasons. The story of an abandoned girl was an early and 
chance accretion to a Faust project already in progress, 
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an immediate response to the horror of just such an 
infanticide and ritual public beheading which occurred 
in Frankfurt in the mid-rnos when Goethe was a young 
lawyer there. Certainly the pressure of such an experi­
ence would help to explain the extreme intensity of 
feeling at the painful high-points of the action­
Gretchen's terror in the cathedral when she is caught 
between a tormenting evil spirit and the savagery of the 
,Dies irae'; Faust's reviling of Mephisto for his part in 
corrupting her; and the final harrowing scene in 
Gretchen's cell. Even more, it would explain why 
Goethe suddenly concentrated so totally, to the point of 
completing it, on this one episode out of a much larger 
and only very patchily executed conception. It looks as if 
this larger work and its male lead (ill suited though Faust 
was to play the romantic hero before his professorial 
persona had been cast off in a rejuvenation scene) were 
commandeered to meet a pressing emotional and dramatic 
need. In both respects, emotional intensity and prompt 
completion, the Gretchen tragedy stands out in the total 
geology of Faust: it is volcanic, not sedimentary. 

The impartial art that embraces Gretchen with its 
compassion does not rush to damn Faust, extreme 
though his guilt is in simple human terms. Or perhaps 
rather, the structure of the whole work grows beyond 
the immediate relevance of such condemnation. Simply 
from the closing lines of Part One in Gretchen's cell, it 
would be just possible to think that Mephisto is carrying 
Faust off. But by the terms of the pact Goethe has 
subsequently devised, it can only be to further adventures. 
And if the episodic plan is indeed to be followed as the 
basis for Part Two, then in some respects the slate has to 
be wiped clean. Guilt from an earlier episode will not 
connect with the issues of the next one. The epic 
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structure needs a Faust character that will focus the 
issues of the pact (which do persist) in successive 
contexts, but not show a coherent moral consciousness. 
Faust duly begins Part Two with the gift of magical 
oblivion-a secular absolution; he is a mythic character, 
with the enlarged scope but also the limitations that 
entails. 

With the central figure larger yet humanly paler, the 
experiences in store for him can take on an almost self­
sufficient interest; and with the play's whole status 
similarly raised from a human drama containing some 
magic elements to an action licensed in its entirety by 
magic to range over myth and history, Goethe can give 
imaginative realisation to whatever fascinates him as an 
object of human striving. So if the Faust who was 
lukewarm about Mephisto's proffered pleasures now 
becomes eager, to the point of obsession, in the pursuit 
of Helen, it is because he is re-enacting his author's 
enthusiasms. A drama which has already become epic by 
its structure thus becomes virtually lyrical in its function, 
and thereby-on the grandest scale-continues a process 
begun long before when the young Goethe's impatience 
for ultimate knowledge, and his intuition of where it 
might be found, spoke lyrically through the mask of 
Faust. 

This does not make the work a mere versified resume 
of Goethe's spiritual involvements. Faust's impulse is 
always more important than its object, the movement 
more than the goal. But this itself creates a problem, or 
rather it brings out a problem which was always 
inherent in Goethe's conception of the pact. As Faust 
moves on, from the aesthetic-sexual idyll of his marri­
age to Helen (where he comes near to declaring the 
satisfaction he is pledged never to feel, though not in the 
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set wording of the pact-and Mephisto is apparently a 
literal-minded devil) to imperial politics, land­
reclamation, colonising and trade, the question becomes 
pressing: how can such endless striving be represented 
in a necessarily finite work? Which is only the artistic 
side of a more basic difficulty: how can the wager 
(supposing Mephisto is not to be the winner) ever be 
conclusively won? How can Faust ever achieve the 
positive purpose which is the other aspect of his never 
being satisfied, namely the accumulation of knowledge 
through successive experiences? There will always be 
more world than he can know. Mephisto meanwhile has 
presumably all the time in eternity; Faust might lose if 
he were to weaken, but he can never finally win by 
remaining firm. Has Goethe from the first backed a 
poetic loser? 

On the contrary. When Faust is saved, it is quite 
specifically a poetic victory, flowing as a general wisdom 
from Goethe's practice as a poet. Faust does finally speak 
the fateful words that bid one beautiful moment stay, 
but to a moment of vision, not of sensuous pleasure. 
Blinded, guilt-laden more than ever, aged and-having 
abjured magic-near to natural death, he foresees the 
never-ending labours that will be needed to hold the 
ground he has reclaimed. He savours not the 'paradisal' 
land for itself (idyll is not enough) nor any noble 
communal effort (he is not a social idealist), but simply 
the balance of challenge and response between the 
threatening sea and human effort, the maintaining of 
which must stretch endlessly into the future. His vision 
concentrates that sequence and its value in a single 
moment, a symbolic moment therefore in the way 
poetry, and Goethe's poetry especially, uses symbol: 
setting the concrete for the abstract, the moth round the 
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candle-flame for man's aspiration beyond mortal limits 
(H 2. I 8), or a single day's precisely observed course and 
serene sunset for his own fulfilled life (H I. 39 I )-seeing, 
in Blake's phrase, eternity in a grain of sand. 'That is true 
symbolism, where the particular represents the more 
general, not as dream or shadow but as the living and 
instant revelation of what lies beyond investigation' 
(H 12.471). Like the dot that marks the recurring decimal, 
Faust's visionary speech is a sufficient notation for the 
endless activity he remains committed to but which the 
play could never have exhaustively presented. 

Having spoken the .formula, Faust duly dies. 
Mephisto, hearing only the stipulated words-'Verweile 
doch, du bist so schon!'-and not their subtler sense, 
does not understand why this seemingly empty moment 
has provoked them, nor why he himself seems to have 
lost the wager-for Faust's 'immortal part' (only the 
traditionalist Mephisto calls it his 'soul') is borne up to 
heaven. Thus the cross-purposes between a legend-true 
Mephisto and a transformed Faust persist to the very 
end. Heaven too is transformed. It is no longer the static 
place the Lord inhabited in the Prologue, but a place of 
sublime heights and depths where the movement and 
progression of earth remain possible. It is presided over 
by the Virgin-in-Glory (the Lord has vanished altogether, 
and Christ never was in evidence)i while to intercede 
with her on Faust's behalf and draw him on to further 
heights, closing Part Two in serenity as she closed Part 
One in tragedy, there is a penitent once known as 
Gretchen. 

Despite the iconography, this is no orthodox salva­
tion, and Goethe has undergone no belated conversion. 
He manipulates Christian motifs, so he told Eckermann, 
in order to express concretely what would otherwise 
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have risked being vague and intangible (E 6 June r83r). 
The ending in heaven and the familiar devotional figure 
are an allegorical affirmation of Faust. The discrepancy 
between the two heavens which frame the action shows 
how little Goethe was concerned with doctrine and 
belief and how little he cared-even to the point of 
artistic negligence-about unifying the mythical materials 
which at different stages served his various purposes. 

So what is the meaning of Faust's 'salvation'? The 
dicta of the scenes in heaven at opposite ends of the 
work compose a message: that all human striving entails 
error, but that (more importantly) the natural impulse 
underlying it springs from an obscure intuition of the 
right path; that Faust's course is in some sense guided; 
and that to persist in honest striving, however much 
error (and consequently tragedy) is entailed, may be 
enough to satisfy the ultimate authorities. All in all, it is 
a justification of natural man and of a progress through 
life which, however unregenerate, can still be affirmed. 
It reminds us that Goethe had dismissed Kant's late 
theory of the 'radical evil' in man as an unworthy relapse 
into the kind of superstition the great philosopher and 
the Enlightenment as a whole had laboured to remove (7 
June 1793). But Goethe's conception goes beyond the 
Enlightenment idea of a potential in man that is 
somehow 'meant' to be worked out in the world; and it 
drops the moral connotations of that idea in favour of a 
sheer vigour of entelechy that carries beyond death, 
seeming not so much to be transformed for the trans­
cendent world as to invade transcendence with earthly 
energies. It appropriates the Christian's deepest faith 
that life is in beneficent hands, but the beneficiary is an 
undeserving character in Christian terms, as indeed in 
the terms of any rigorous morality. It is all as far from 
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the spirit of the original Faust story as it is possible to 
get. 

So is it wisdom in Goethe to suggest that to a divinely 
broad mind all human guilt would appear as error? Or is 
it presumption? Is it sufficient to offer activity as the 
defining characteristic of humankind and a higher ideal 
than moral guiltlessness? Is it a philosophically mature 
resignation to accept the tragic consequences of human 
action because they are necessarily entwined with that 
vital principle? Or is it a dangerous laxity, parallel in 
individual ethics to Hegel's apologia of this same 
decade for ruthlessness on the larger stage of history? 
However these questions are answered which have 
always disturbed readers of Faust, the idea that activity 
is man's defining characteristic, and that its tireless 
continuation has an intrinsic value even before we 
consider its particular goals, is a challenging newcomer 
among the great themes of literature. It may have been 
present as a strand in other, traditional, themes; that 
man should restlessly pursue truth, or the fulfilment of 
his potential, rather than complacently possess it, is an 
idea found in more than one Enlightenment thinker. But 
to have made it explicit and given it centre-stage in a 
great poem is part of Goethe's originality. It is the logical 
conclusion of the explorations and intuitions which 
began in the poems of a 'very earthly' young man. 

Goethe's monumental treatment of the theme stands 
challengingly at a pivotal point in history. It questions 
the assumptions of virtually all the philosophies and 
theologies of the past, according to which human nature 
was 'being', a changeless essence whose residence on 
earth only temporarily and regrettably involved it in 
transient 'doing' and other forms of change. These things 
were allegedly a mere husk from which the essence 
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would in due course be liberated into a higher realm-a 
static, once-and-for-all heaven; nirvana; oneness with 
some fixed ideal. Against this Goethe sets the idea of 
man's nature as inherently 'doing'; this and its associ­
ated forms of change-movement, development, growth 
-are not mere preliminaries or obstacles to the attain­
ing of his true nature, they are that nature. Man is a 
creature of time and the world, not a refugee from them. 
In this dynamic and anti-transcendent conception, the 
long haul of humanist individualism which began again 
in the Renaissance after centuries-long interruption 
achieves the full confidence of its convictions. 

Less obviously, but with equal historical aptness, 
Goethe's definition of man's nature and needs as lying in 
activity rather than enjoyment comments on new 
assumptions that arose in his time and have largely 
govemed Western society since. Acquisitiveness no 
doubt always was a prominent feature of man; but the 
new forces of industrial expansion were beginning to 
concentrate the mind and energies of Europe more and 
more exclusively on the production and consumption of 
material goods. The processes involved might seem 
dynamic enough-the harnessing of the required mech­
anical power, the multiplying of manufactured objects; 
and certainly they reached out with their effects far 
beyond the European continent. But the idea they 
implied that human fulfilment need only consist in 
accumulation or repetitive consumption was static and 
stultifying, an equivalent of the satiety which was all 
the Faust of legend could achieve, with the Industrial 
Revolution now playing the role of Mephisto and a 
seemingly inexhaustible world of natural resources at its 
command. It would have been an inadequate idea of 
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fulfilment even if the material means to it had been 
more widely and justly distributed. 

Against it Goethe sets his image of man as impati­
ently transcending gratification, pursuing instead goals 
which recede and change as he moves and which, if they 
were ever to afford satisfaction, would somehow have to 
preserve-as Faust's last vision does-the feel of the 
pursuit itself. For the pursuit is the goal, man is defined 
hy movement. This goes further than the old Aristotelean 
definition of happiness as lying in the pursuit of 
worthwhile goals, and singles out the element of continual 
striving as the source of value in that process. It provides 
the ultimate term of comparison for Hegel's and Marx's 
concepts of alienationi and it remains relevant and 
thought-provoking now that industrial processes need 
less and less of the human energies they once mono­
polised, so that people may yet be free, in a rethought 
society, to follow activities that will be ends in them­
selves and to achieve growth of more than just the 
economic kind. 
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If it was a mark of Goethe's creative power to have 
achieved his own Classicism, it is a mark of his range 
and resilience that he then grew beyond it, at least in 
externals. He had more to say, and he was attracted to 
more diverse themes and materials, than would fit into 
strictly Classical forms. Faust showed that. And true to 
the Faustian principle, Classicism proved to have been 
one moment of balance in a continuing movement. 

External forces played a part, demanding change. 
Goethe's Classicism had been a normative statement of 
order in an age of revolution and war which for a time, 
and from a distance, it was possible to view as an 
episode. In a group of largely satirical plays and frag­
ments of the 1790s Goethe had treated revolution as a 
curable or, outside France, preventable phenomenon. 
These works fall short of the realities of the time by 
trivialising the causes of unrest and caricaturing the 
motives of revolutionaries. The trouble was that for 
Goethe violent events could not appear in any sense 
historically legitimate because he believed that all'real' 
processes must be rhythmic natural developments. Even 
in geology he was a Neptunist, believing that the earth's 
crust was shaped by the gradual action of water, against 
the Vulcanists who believed in the sudden action of fire. 
True, his sober eye saw some of what was going on in 
France more clearly than his easily enthused con­
temporaries; he wrote caustic epigrams on the power­
hungry ideologues and the new tyranny which the 
people were getting in exchange for the old, as well as on 
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the deserved discomfiture of the ancien regime. But his 
jaundiced attitude of 'plus <;a change, plus c'est la meme 
chose' missed seeing the fundamental change beneath 
the surface turbulence and politicking. 

'Change' meant more than just war, which came 
unpleasantly close in I 8o6, or new political forms. Since 
the Revolution everything in Europe had seemed open to 
question, the overthrow of an old order and the new start 
in politics were merely the surface signs of deeper 
stirrings. As war engulfed the Continent, younger German 
poets and thinkers sniffed the air hopefully, sensing some 
barely definable millennium that would surely follow 
the necessary destruction. Morality, community, reli­
gion would be fundamentally renewed. A new art and a 
new literature, even a new mythology, would arise from 
these profound changes or actually contribute to them. 
What had begun in France was irreversible and it had 
opened up limitless expectations. 

But an older poet-Goethe was forty when the 
Revolution happened-could not trust vague expecta­
tions and did not want limitless instability. He had 
forged his order from nature, art and cultural history; it 
had yielded rich poetic results and could be expected to 
go on doing so. When Schiller's death deprived him of 
his Classical partner, he felt unable to make a new start. 
He might well have persisted in a Classicism more and 
more deliberate and against the grain of the times, 
turning in on himself and increasingly formalising his 
aesthetic credo. There had already been signs of a 
Classicistic pedantry in the subjects and treatment he 
chose for himself (especially Achilleis, a fragmentary 
attempt to create pastiche Homer in German) or 
recommended to others. Yet remaining true to his 
established Classical self would have meant falling 
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behind the young writers who were ready to embrace 
chaos and to experiment with new forms and ideas. It 
would also have meant being untrue to his deepest 
principle-growth-which was what made his Classi­
cism a live force in the first place. It had been evolved in 
response to the world as he found it, not arbitrarily 
imposed; a changing world was not to be shut out in its 
name. 

So r8o5 was a turning-point, though doubtless Goethe 
never thought through the issues in this form, any more 
than he could be aware how varied a creativity-twenty­
seven years of it-was to be made possible by returning 
to an open-ended dialectic with the world. At all events, 
within four years he had produced a novel which goes so 
far towards meeting turmoil on its own shifting ground 
that the Goethe of a few years before would not have 
countenanced it, let alone written it. On the surface, 
Elective Affinities (Die Wablverwandtschaften) is calm 
enough. Society is not seen in travail, indeed society at 
large is not seen at all: everything takes place on one 
secluded country estate between four main characters, a 
married couple, a male friend, a young girl. Pairs part and 
recombine in the way some natural elements do ('elective 
affinities' is the name chemists of the day gave this 
process). Are human beings merely natural elements 
too, helpless automata through whom nature works? 
That the new couples are 'made for each other' is plain 
from repeated bizarre manifestations, not least when a 
chance intercourse between the married pair produces a 
child resembling both absent lovers. In a circle that has 
plainly given up ethical absolutes, pursuing natural 
inclination must seem the best, even the only, remain­
ing course. But things are not left to work out with 
permissive symmetry. Just when the last obstacle to 
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divorce and remarriages is removed by the accidental 
death of the child, the youngest partner, Ottilie, refuses 
to proceed: the death she was involved in has stirred her 
sense of guilt. This is not a hearking back to the old 
morality-she has all along been a strangely unconven­
tional and unworldly figure; it is an instinct. She has 
strayed from 'her' path, transgressed 'her' law. She denies 
herself the man she loves, denies all their fulfilments, 
turns to saintly asceticism and virtually starves herself 
to death. She becomes an 'earthly saint' (5 May r8ro). 

This may seem a strange outcome from the poet of 
sensuous well-being who had been living harmoniously 
in a benevolent natural world. But what he is facing is 
the darker realm of mysterious forces which the specula­
tions of his younger Romantic contemporaries had 
opened up; they were fascinated precisely by its dark­
ness after so much Enlightenment and more concerned 
to revel in it than to map it. Goethe does not revel in it, 
he explores it to the point where an individual under the 
strongest of compulsions suddenly reacts, asserts herself 
in an unexpected direction and draws a moral answer 
from her own inner resources. The younger generation 
had spoken airily of a new morality; Goethe shows one 
actually being created. Of course, it is not entirely new. 
It has recognisable roots in the individualism which he 
had always held to; Iphigenie is Ottilie's ancestor, and 
Goethe has once more, in the paradoxical phrase George 
Eliot used of his Wilhem Meister, 'waited patiently for 
the moral processes of nature' to operate. But he has 
ventured well outside his old secure terrain to do so, and 
has managed to find balance and reconciliation again, 
though of a tragic kind. 

He has also been speaking, through issues that seem 
intimately private, about society and its disarray as it 
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finds that the old moral maps lack authority and that 
there is no putting the clock back to the time when they 
were an adequate guide. His analysis is the more 
effectively disquieting for being indirect. The early 
chapters, with a couple shaping and reshaping the 
landscape of their estate but never quite agreeing how, 
already subtly suggest a disturbance of society that 
reaches down to its natural roots, and a loss of confident 
direction. The actors' responses to the chemistry of their 
passions, ranging from eager acceptance of nature's 
dictates via hollow rule-conformity to the extreme of 
Ottilie's obstinate self-abnegation, show a fibre of 
character that by implication other, larger dilemmas 
would similar! y reveal. The narrative only ceases to be 
representative of the way contemporary men and women 
would behave when it reaches Ottilie, who is a model 
rather than a reflection. Not for the last time in 
European literature, the disharmonies of marriage and 
sexual attraction have been made to convey essentials 
about society which might have eluded explicit discus­
sion. 

Goethe uses them again a year later in what seems at 
first sight a frivolous vein. The narrator in the comic 
verse-tale 'Das Tagebuch' (The Diary), staying far from 
home and true love, invites a servant-girl to his inn 
room. There is no obstacle to his pleasure-except that 
he finds himself unable. Never before has he been 
incapacitated by tiredness or inhibition, the organ he 
calls by the quaint neologism 'Master Iste' has never yet 
let him down. Now he is left silently cursing, with the 
girl innocent and intact asleep beside him. As she sleeps, 
his normal powers return, but only through thoughts of 
the woman he has loved since his young days and to 
whom he 1s (now in the fullest sense) returning. Love 
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rather than duty has kept him faithful, the organism has 
itself controlled his behaviour. Such is the potency of a 
natural morality-or the morality of a natural im­
potence. The poem could superficially be taken for 
salacious rococo, and no doubt would have been if 
Goethe had published it in his lifetime. But beneath the 
rueful man-of-the-world humour, there is another serious 
exploration of his characteristic alternative to all dual­
istic (e.g. Kantian) struggles of moral reason against 
natural impulse. 

Something like the delicate symbolic tactics of 
Elective Affinities recurs in the brief late tale simply 
called Novelle (Novella). It is a fable about rule and self­
rule, which links the violent forces in nature (fire) with 
those in man (passion, impetuous destructiveness) and 
sets against them counter-motifs of restraint: natural 
piety _and the Daniel-like gentleness with which the 
child and his song recapture an escaped lion, so that the 
alternative of killing it appears in all its contrasting 
crudity. 

As against such allusive indirectness, the resumed 
story of Wilhelm Meister, the Years of Travel (Wilhelm 
Meisters Wanderjahre) treats social themes head on: 
feudalism, old crafts undermined by mechanisation· 
emigration to America as a possible new start; and 
education, for which an ideal system is sketched in a 
utopian 'pedagogical province'. There are also substantial 
sections of weighty aphorisms. The framework narrative 
of Wilhelm's progress and the sometimes brilliant short 
stories inset in it cannot remove the impression that this 
is a book of wisdom rather than a work of fiction. It is 
not easy to read Wilhelm Meister's Years of Travel as a 
novel, even allowing for the reflectiveness of the German 
Bildungsroman tradition. So that in this work we really 
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new occasion stays intact. Arch type, recurrence, myth­
the perspective they offer never blurs or attenuates the 
single instance. Great poetry can combine repetition and 
uniqueness, the pattern and the piece, so that they 
enrich each other. 

Goethe's Persian poems are not just pastiche and 
ironic play. He adapts the exotic mode to his deepest 
purposes, as he does again in the late cycle Chine e­
German Days and Seasons ( Chinesisch-deutsche Jahre _ 
und Tageszeiten), or yet again in Faust II when he 
returns to the materials of Greek and Christian culture 
-but now as a traveller from more distant places, for 
whom these have become inerely two among the a y 
components of world literature. (The terrn 'world itera­
ture', incidentally, was Goethe's coining H 12.352 £., 
3 6 I f.) 

So his is something rather different from the ironic 
modem consciousness which Hegel diagnosed in hi 
Aesthetics as no longer able to create convincing foxm 
because it was no longer absorbed by belief in the figures 
and myths it had to work with. That account fitted s m 
of his Romantic contemporaries, and incidentally helped 
to explain why they drifted back to the old Church whe 
the all-transforming 'new religion' failed to materi li . 
But it does not fit Goethe and his remarkable pow r o 
assimilation, in the sense both of integrating new 
materials into his vision and of shaping his entire rang 
of thought and feeling to new modes. If his choice of 
materials and medium was 'fre ', it led on to total­
artistic absorption. In a phrase of Novalis' , h 'work 
in religion' (and by the same token in other, less highly 
charged materials) 'as a sculptor works in br nze'. In 
substance a d in forn1, Goethe's lat work i catholic, 
v rsa til , virtuoso. 
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Ageing brought further perspectives. Writing his auto­
biographical works-Poetry and Truth, which covered 
the years up to 1775, Italian Journey (Italienische Reise), 
and Campaign in France (Campagne in Frank­
reich)-brought the phases of his own life into historical 
relief; seeing his past against a broad background of time 
and events, he 'became historical' to himself. He even 
attributes a similar sense of perspective to his past self, 
claiming to have seen a historical turning-point in the 
cannonade with which the French revolutionary citizens' 
army drove back the German princes at Valmy in 1792, 
and to have told other onlookers: 'From this day and 
place a new epoch of world history is beginning, and you 
can say that you were there' (H 10.235). But besides all this 
his poetic works now constitute a history, a ~ich past of 
their own. So when love and loss afflict him again at 
seventy-four, the crises of his earlier figures structure his 
response; he can invoke Werther's shade and fatal 
despair as he broods over his new misery, but then be led 
on to Tasso's consolation, seeking relief of pain by 
forcing himself to remember and recount every detail of 
what he suffered. Multiple emotion recollected is a 
means to tranquillity. Once more Goethe has done 
something the Romantics dreamed about: created a new 
mythology. But where they proposed bizarre mixtures of 
science, philosophy, European literature and legend and 
oriental myth, he has built one from motifs of his own 
making. In the gloomy Trilogy of Passion (Trilogie der 
Leidenschaft), it shapes and mitigates the unprece­
dented outburst of feeling, it bears the poetic weight put 
on it, it works. 

The Trilogy marks a relapse into particular desire at a 
time when Goethe had long assigned love its place in a 
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considered scheme along with the other moving forces 
of life-the individual daimon, chance, compulsion, 
hope, all scrutinised in the grandiose terse stanzas of 
the poem 'Primal Words. Orphic' ('Urworte. Orphisch') 
-and at an age when fulfilment was scarcely a part of 
the permanent pattern of existence that he could hope to 
relive. The whole incident seems an anachronism, an 
embarrassment; yet it is also, thro1,1gh the havoc it 
wreaks in his life, a sublime reminder that the wisdom 
of patterns and archetypes is not proof against the attack 
of raw experience. 

Still, the attack of the single instance cannot be 
sustained long against th~ structure Goethe had built 
up; disappointment, however bitter, could not undo a 
lifetime's satisfactions. The Trilogy is one of the rare 
moments in Goethe's work when darkness for a time 
overcomes light, but it is brief. 

As Goethe grows very old, the light seems-strangely­
to get brighter. The conviction of a coherent, benevolent 
world persists, not to be overshadowed by thoughts of 
destruction and decay. In r829 the clearing of a Weimar 
churchyard brought Schiller's skull back into the light 
after it had lain in the earth for the same span as 
Yorick's. But Goethe's musings as he holds it in his 
hands and remembers the man are quite unlike Hamlet's: 
not abhorrence at the thought of past familiarity with 
what is now decomposed, but exhilaration at having 
known the power of mind and eloquence that flowed 
through this bone receptacle, which is only one from an 
ocean of created and creative forms. The grand terza 
rimas commemorate Schiller as an example of the 'God­
Nature' which it is life's greatest gain to know; in the 
cold narrow charnel-house, the poet feels: 
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Free and refreshed, suffused with glowing warmth, 
I 

As if a source of life from death came springing. 

(DaB in des Raumes Moderkiilt' und Enge 
Ich frei und wiirmefiihlend mich erquickte, 
Als ob ein Lebensquell dem Tad entspriinge. J 

(H 1.366) 

So near to his own death, Goethe can still turn the 
classic 'memento mori' of reflections on a death's head 
into a 'memento vivere'. 

Here and in all his late poetry, the language is 
unadorned, things and processes are named in plain, 
often abstract wordsi yet the abstraction is belied by a 
strong sense of concreteness, of visualised essence. Like 
the syntax, which without being intricate achieves great 
concentration by stating only essentials, the subjects are 
themselves essentials, the basic processes of the world 
and the universe-making and unmaking, individuation 
and transformation, the constant change and movement 
that compose eternal calm. For the old poet, as a lifelong 
observer of nature and explorer of new ways to shape 
words to things, what is left is to state the essence of all 
he has seen, as concisely and compellingly as he can, and 
then fall silent in wonder (H 1.358). 

It makes sense that Goethe published this final poetic 
summa in his scientific journals. Not that scientists 
now would be likely to recognise his visionary mode as 
science. But the vision derives from his years of 
scientific study and has its roots in the principles of 
metamorphosis, wholeness and continuity that informed 
all his scientific theorising and model-building. It is true 
that there was a good deal wrong (as we saw) with the 
way the principles were applied in some areas, and with 
the detail even of those theories which pioneered in the 
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right general direction. Yet the principles and the vision, 
and with them these late poems, still have a persuasive­
ness-an essence of their own-which is not easily 
undermined. Freud once wrote that a paranoiac is right 
about many things but wrong about everything. Of 
Goethe and his picture of the world it is possible to feel 
that the reverse is true. 



6 'A happy constellation' 

In Poetry and Truth Goethe records that the heavenly 
bodies at his birth stood 'in a happy constellation', and 
this was perhaps why he survived at all: 'For through the 
midwife's clumsiness I came into the world as if dead, 
and only repeated efforts brought it about that I saw the 
light.' 

The picture of life triumphing-just-over death is an 
apt beginning to an existence which strikes us as 
supremely happy and harmonious, yet without being 
vapidly unproblematic. The forces from which Goethe 
had to shape his personal order and his works were no 
less great than other men have to face and were perhaps 
greater, starting with the almost pathological excitability 
and volatility of his early youth. There were tragic 
possibilities in him, sometimes realised in his works. 
Age and wisdom never made him blandly serene, and 
throughout his life dark moods are recorded by those 
who observed him. He told the friend of his later years, 
the musician Zeiter, that he felt quite capable of writing 
a second Werther which would make people's hair stand 
on end (3 Dec. 1812). Even where his poetry is at its most 
exuberant and exhilarating, it has the grain of a worked 
reality, not the smoothness of facile optimism. 

'Optimism' nevertheless, in some richer and more 
complex sense, remains an unavoidable term. Why 
should we feel awkward about using it? Only because 
since Goethe's day pessimism and nihilism have become 
the dominant cultural mode and virtually a qualification 
for being taken seriously. Few of the writers who 

94 



'A happy constellation' 

compose the modern canon have given a positive overall 
view of the human condition and the world man lives in. 
Yet Goethe too belongs to the modern period in the 
broadest cultural sense-the period in which the decline 
of accepted beliefs sent every authentic self out to 
explore the world as it appeared to fresh eyes. Goethe's 
explorations were among the first and greatest examples 
of this process; but he pushes on beyond the general 
instability and reaches firm ground again. He finds that 
the world is good (at its natural base, that is-society is 
too variable a factor to be relied on) and his sense of 
nature's goodness is more than just the private gratitude 
of a favoured being .. His perceptions claim general 
validity: they are at once richer and more coherent (he is 
a great poet), more precise and informed (he is a 
scientist), more extensive and repeated (he is eventually 
an old man) than most people's. They demand to be 
taken seriously even if they differ from a later cultural 
consensus. 

That they do so differ, and compose an unfashionably 
positive image of life, has one main reason: not the 
exclusion of unpleasant elements, but a balancing 
inclusion of the positive elements which the pessimistic 
consensus has increasingly ignored. This is a conscious 
position from quite early on. In 1782 Goethe received a 
letter of unhappy self-analysis from his Christian friend 
Lavater. He replied that any such account must tend 
towards imbalance, which the reader has to allow for by 
a 'special psychological calculation' in order to get a true 
picture. The mechanics of the imbalance are explained 
thus: 

What a man notices and feels about himself seems to 
me the least part of his existence. He is struck more 
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by what he lacks than by what he possesses, he 
notices more what causes him anxiety than what 
delights him or expands his mind; for in all good and 
pleasant states, the mind loses awareness of itself, as 
the body does too, and is only reminded of itself again 
by unpleasant sensations; and so for the most part 
someone writing about himself and his past condition 
Will note down whatever is painful and constricting; 
by which process, if I can put it like this, a person is 
bound to shrink. (4 Oct. 1782) 

This points up Goethe's own achievement in keeping 
Present to his and our minds the 'pleasant states' of 
existence-in the broadest possible sense-which a 
Preoccupation with its pains may edge out. It also 
diagnoses prophetically the modem literature of 'Angst' 
(the concept is already contained in Goethe's reference 
to 'anxiety' and 'constriction') and, by implication, the 
way such writing may come to dominate: not because 
suffering is necessarily in itself more important, or more 
profound; nor because modern experience is more tragic 
than that of past ages (how could one begin to quantify 
that?) but at least in part because of the technical 
difficulty of achieving balanced perception and represen­
tation. Pain is more obtrusive and presses for utterance 
more urgently than those pleasant states; in a sense, it is 
easier to write about than they are. Any interspersed 
happiness then goes by default, and the false conclusion 
is gradually drawn (supported by those trivial works of 
vacuous idyll or kitsch which do treat it) that happiness is 
too banal a theme, too featureless an experience to be 
worth attending to at all. The view is shared by the 
recent (1983) Nobel prizewinner for literature, and ap­
parently also, as a principle of choice, by the Nobel 
selection committee. 
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Such a belief is epitomised by the opening of Tolstoy's 
Anna Karenina: 'All happy families are like one another; 
every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.' But is 
it true that happy families are any more uniform than 
unhappy ones? Or is it simply that the nuances of 
happiness are harder to render (though the Tolstoy of 
War and Peace rendered a fine variety), just as the 
unobtrusive phenomenon of happiness generally is harder 
to render than the dramatic phenomenon of suffering? 
That would be no index of their relative importance, 
much less desirability, as literary themes. And if happiness 
and its nuances are not rendered adequately, they will 
fade from sight altog~ther beside the sharper profile of 
misery. It is too much to expect that the reading publiC" 
will apply to the works which build up our collective 
consciousness the kind of special calculation that Goethe 
said was needed in order to offset the emphasis of 
Lavater's gloomy letter. As a consequence, the 'shrunken' 
image of human experience insidiously becomes the 
norm-for new writers, for the judgement of literature, 
for the perception of life itself; and the norm becomes 
increasingly difficult to be critically aware of and to 
escape from. 

All this is not to question the authenticity of much 
modem (and ancient) writing which has pessimistic 
implications, nor is it to dismiss the unhappy families of 
literature, from the Tantalids to the Alvings and Samsas. 
But it is to question the necessity of pessimism, whose 
exclusive claims may be a literary fashion rather than a 
permanent truth. It would of course make no sense to 
tell the authentic pessimist, the writer genuinely op­
pressed with his or others' suffering, to look on the 
bright side-literary expression is inherently subjective. 
Yet even here it is relevant that the direction of Goethe's 
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whole development, and eventually his conscious aim, 
was precisely to limit subjectivity and open the mind to 
experience, extending to every sphere the principle 
Francis Bacon stated in respect of human learning, 
namely that 

the wit and mind of man, if it work upon matter, 
which is the contemplation of the creatures of God, 
worketh according to the stuff and is limited thereby; 
but if it work upon itself, as the spider worketh his 
web, then it is endless, and brings forth cobwebs ... 
admirable for the fin.eness of thread and work, but of 
no substance or profit. 

Goethe's answer to Lavater already implies a notion of 
objectivity, though not as a simple contrary term to 
subjectivity. Rather, it is something wider which em­
braces subjective awareness: there is a larger self which 
is narrowed and misrepresented by selective absorption 
in its ills. Such self-absorption is the way to Welt­
schmerz and Werther, and beyond that to the sometimes 
self-indulgent introspection of the high Romantic era 
lthe stress on misery and suffering here at issue is quite 
distinct from the awareness of social misery that produces 
critical and committed writing). The opposite path 
leads-and led Goethe-to a grasp of the whole self as a 
part of the real world. Objectivity as he achieved it in 
and after Italy does not mean merely 'accurate seeing'; it 
means maximum absorption in external things, so that 
reality can determine and balance the observer's mental 
processes. Looking at Roman buildings he felt himself, 
in that strangely literal phrase for what the world could 
do to the mind, 'become solid'. 

Whether Goethe ignored Kant's argument that ulti­
mate reality is inaccessible and all experience a mental 
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construct, or whether he took it for granted and began 
undaunted from that universal human starting-point, 
his mature outlook rests on just that: looking outward. 
He expressly rejects the Delphic injunction 'Know 
thyself!' as 'a ruse of conspiring priests to confuse men 
by unattainable demands and to tempt them away from 
acting on the external world to a false inner contem­
plation. Man only knows himself in so far as he knows 
the world, which he only perceives in himself and 
himself in it' (H I3.38). If he seeks knowledge of and 
through the world, then 'every new object, properly 
considered, opens up a new organ in us'-a far cry from 
plunging into the abyss of an insubstantial ego. It is this, 
rather than the use of ancient myth and metre, that 
makes Goethe a Classicist in a Romantic age. He is one 
of the 'few people who possess an imagination for the 
truth of the real' (E 25 Dec. r825 ). The works that result 
offer a solid counter-image to the Romantic imagination 
of his day and to the darker imaginings that have 
followed since. 

But is Goethe's optimism not itself in some measure 
self-indulgent, the nonchalance of a successful and 
happy man in a partly unhappy world? And is reading 
him not a self-indulgence in its turn? Is the invitation to 
affirm existence perhaps simply another kind of 'ruse to 
tempt men away from acting on the external world', and 
Goethe's whole work part of the affirmative culture 
which goes with social quietism? 

Certainly Goethe is part of 'official' culture, and has 
been so ever since nineteenth-century Germans misread 
his deep sense of order as a model for social conformity. 
More recently, Germans with a developed political 
consciousness and conscience have rejected him as an 
establishment figure, in his own time and in his 
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subsequent effects. But the question is more complex 
than they have allowed. Affirmation of life is not 
necessarily conformist, any more than anxiety-ridden 
negations are necessarily ideal sources of healthy social 
influence. To say it again, Goethe's affirmation was only 
ever of the natural world, not the social world; and 
nature, at least since Rousseau, has been the great 
counter-image and challenge to society. What is more, 
the nature that Goethe's writing evokes is a realm of 
teeming change, where order and harmony are only the 
grand pattern composed by constant movement, and this 
too he accepts-he is as far from the traditional lament 
over the mutability of things as he is from the more 
modem horror and ennui at their changeless repetition. 
His vision is as dynamic as the historical dialectic of 
Hegel or Marx (indeed it is more so, since he does not 
allow as they do for a stage where motion gives way to 
stasis). And although Goethe never applied this vision 
specifically to politics, and became as he aged less liberal 
in his overt social attitudes, what he created remains a 
transferable model of life which is incompatible with 
static conceptions. That is implied by Matthew Arnold's 
judgement on Goethe's 'profound imperturbable natur­
alism' as something 'absolutely fatal to routine thinking'; 
and he goes on: 'Nothing could be more really sub­
versive of the foundations on which the old European 
order rested; and it may be remarked that no persons are 
so radically detached from this order, no persons so 
thoroughly modem, as those who have felt Goethe's 
influence most deeply.' 

That judgement may seem dated at first sight. There 
have since been literary statements more radically 
subversive in obvious ways than Goethe's, many of 
them as canonical in unhappiness and the rejection of 
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the human condition as he was canonical in its happy 
affirmation. To go along unthinkingly with these nega­
tions is part of what Lionel Trilling called the 'progres­
sive pieties' and the routine acceptance of 'the modern 
self-consciousness and the modern self-pity'. Yet, as 
Trilling acutely discerned, such acceptance may m 
practice be defeatist: 

The modern self-pity is certainly not without its 
justification; but if the circumstances that engender 
it are ever to be overcome, we must sometimes 
wonder whether this work can be done by minds 
which are taught in youth to accept these sad 
conditions of ours as the only right objects of 
contemplation. 

So although the contrary 'imagination of felicity' may 
seem at first 'a betrayal of our awareness of our world of 
pain' and hence, in the broadest sense, 'politically 
inappropriate', it may in fact be that the presentation of 
such a positive image is 'the poet's political duty'. In 
other words, a full and challenging conception of 
happiness and of life as it might be is a necessary 
complement to mere negations, a corrective to the 
'shrunken' image of man's condition, and could have 
consequences reaching far beyond literature. 

Goethe provides such a conception; and if the basis for 
creating it, or the consequence of creating it, was a 
happy life of his own, that can be seen as not just his 
personal good fortune but a representative human 
achievement, a historical mission. His work, like his 
life, offers a norm-he is indeed monumentally normal 
beside many of the developments in literature and men's 
thinking about literature since his time: the growing 
existential gloom; the social marginality of writers; the 
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'poetes maudits', with their deliberate deranging of the 
senses; the pursuers of art for its own question-begging 
sake; the hermetically obscure, the agonisers over how 
to write at all, the despairers of ever conveying 
thought; and most recently the dehumanisers of litera­
ture who would detach it from its roots in life and make 
it a sell-referential game, sabotaging men's most valu­
able form of open communication by simplistic doubts 
of its viability. Beside all this, Goethe's normality is not 
antiquated but defiant and invigorating. He stands high 
above this subsequent modernity-one cannot say 'over­
shadowing' it, since it is not shadow that he spreads. 
Rather, his work is itself a happy constellation, lumi­
nous against the dark. 
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I. Tmnslations 

There is no lack of these. I list the more recent, most of 
them currently I I 984) still in print. 

POETRY. Selected Verse, the German text (including 
extracts and lyrics from Faust I) with prose translations 
by David Luke, Penguin I 964-particularly helpful for 
those with some German. Selected Poems, ed. Chris­
topher Middleton, London I983, German text with verse 
translations by various hands which (with the reserva­
tions stated in my text) make it in some measure 
possible to read Goethe as a poet. Roman Elegies, 
German text with a verse translation by David Luke, 
London I977, captures well the tone and mood of the 
cycle. Hermann und Dorothea, German text with verse 
translation by Daniel Coogan, New York 2 I976. 

FAUST. Parts I and II (separate volumes), verse transla­
tions by Philip Wayne, Penguin Classics I949, I959 and 
frequent reprints; Parts I and II (abridged), verse transla­
tion by Louis MacNeice, London I 9 57; Parts I and II, 
prose translation by Barker Fairley, Toronto I970; Parts I 
and II, verse translation by Walter Arndt, with extensive 
documentation on the play's genesis and selected critic­
ism, edited by Cyrus Hamlin, New York I976; Part I 
only, verse translation by Randall Jarrell, New York 
I976. 

OTHER DRAMAS. Goethe's Plays, translated by Charles 
E. Passage, London I 980. The major plays from this 
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volume are also available as separate paperbacks, as are 
Iphigenie and Tasso in translations by John Prudhoe, 
Manchester I966. John Arden's Ironhand, London I965, 
is an interesting adaptation rather than translation of 
Gotz von Berlichingen. Egmont is one of Five German 
Tragedies, translated by F. J. Lamport, Penguin Classics 
I969. 

NOVELS. There are numerous translations of The Suffer­
ings [or: Sorrows] of Young Werther, e.g. by Elizabeth 
Mayer and Louise Bogan (together with Novella), New 
York I973, and by B. Q. Morgan, London I957· Similarly 
of Die Wahlverwandtschaften, either as Elective Affini­
ties, the title of versions by R. J. Hollingdale, Penguin 
Classics I97I, and by Mayer and Bogan, Indiana I963; or 
as Kindred by Choice, in the version by H. M. Waidson, 
London I96o. Waidson has also translated the complete 
Wilhelm Meister sequence (excepting the Theatrical 
Mission fragment), in six volumes, London I977-82. 

AUTOBIOGRAPHY AND DOCUMENTS. John Oxenford's 
translation of Dichtung und Wahrheit as The Auto­
biography of Goethe (I 848) was reissued London I 97 I. 
Italian fourney, translated by W. H. Auden and Eli­
zabeth Mayer (with occasional toning-down of Goethe's 
anti-religious comments) is in Penguin Classics, I970. 
John Oxenford also translated Johann Peter Eckermann's 
Conversations with Goethe in the Last Years of his Life, 
reprinted London I930. A selection from Eckermann and 
other sources is provided in Goethe: Conversations and 
Encounters, translated by David Luke and Robert Pick, 
London I 966. For a selection of letters, see Letters from 
Goethe, translated by M. Herzfeld and C. A.M. Sym, 
Edinburgh I 9 57. 

OTHER. Great Writings of Goethe, ed. Stephen Spender, 
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New York 1958, is a short selection, drawing in part on 
translations listed above. Goethe on Art, translated and 
edited by John Gage, London 1980. Botanical Writings, 
translated by Bertha Mueller, ed. C. J. Engard, Honolulu 
1952i Theory of Colours, translated by C. L. Eastlake, 
reprinted London 1967i Readings in Goethean Science, 
ed. Herbert H. Koepf and Linda S. Jolly, Rhode Island 1978. 

2. Works on Goethe 

BIOGRAPHIES. Earliest and still in many ways best is 
G. H. Lewes's Life and Works of Goethe, London 1855 
and frequent reprints. Briefer and sound is J. G. Robert­
son's Life, London 1932. Richard Friedenthal's Goethe, 
his Life and Times, English translation London 1965, is a 
modern German view, with some of the routine modern 
scepticism towards past greatness. Remarkable as an 
imaginative reconstruction, and delightful as intellec­
tual comedy, is Thomas Mann's novel Lotte in Weimar 
(translated by Helen Lowe-Porter, earlier entitled The 
Beloved ReturnsL Penguin 1968 and reprints. 

CRITICAL. Inevitably, most critical work has been 
addressed to students of German and contains quota­
tions in the original. But there is still much to be gained 
from Barker Fairley's three outstanding books, Goethe 
as Revealed in his Poetry, London 1932, A Study of 
Goethe, Oxford 1947, and Faust: Six Essays, Oxford 
r 9 53 i as there is from the less technical of the essays in 
E. M. Wilkinson and L. A. Willoughby, Goethe: Poet and 
Thinker, London 1962. George Santayana's Three Philo­
sophical Poets: Lucretius, Dante, Goethe, Cambridge, 
Mass., I 9 ro and several reprints, establishes the right 
broad framework for evaluating Goethe, although he 
concentrates unduly on Faust and says much about 
Lucretius's poetry which would apply equally well to 
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Goethe's. Ronald Peacock, Goethe's Major Plays, Man­
chester 1959, analyses these great literary works with an 
acute awareness of the specific conditions of drama and 
theatre. Eudo C. Mason's Goethe's Faust. Its Genesis 
and Purport, Berkeley and Los Angeles 1967, is a 
vigorous account of the complex problems of Faust 
scholarship, though Mason's own polemical arguments 
do not always provide ideal solutions. Goethe's major 
fiction is discussed by H. S. Reiss, Goethe's Novels, 
London 1969; his scientific theories by G. A. Wells, 
Goethe and the Development of Science I7JO-I900 
Alphen 1978, and by H. B. Nisbet, Goethe and the 
Scientific Tradition, London 1972; his use of antiquity 
by Humphry Trevelyan, Goethe and the Greeks, Cam­
bridge 1941, reprinted 1981; his links with other arts in 
W. D. Robson-Scott, The Younger Goethe and the Visual 
Arts, Cambridge 1981; and his thought on literature in a 
chapter of Rene Wellek's A History of Modern Criticism 
I75D-I9JO, vaL 1, London 1955. Georg Lukacs argues a 
Marxist interpretation of several of the major works in 
Goethe and his Age, translated by Robert Anchor, 
London, 1968. A rich harvest of essays on every 
conceivable aspect of Goethe and his work, by British 
and visiting scholars, is contained in the Publications of 
the English Goethe Society, 1886-1912 and 1924 to date. 
Some of the arguments of the present book are given in 
fuller form with fuller quotation in T. J. Reed, The 
Classical Centre. Goethe and Weimar I775-I8J2, 
London 1980. 
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MARX 

Peter Singer 

Peter Singer identifies the central vision that unifies Marx's 
thought, enabling us to grasp Marx's views as a whole. He 
views him as a philosopher primarily concerned with human 
freedom, rather than as an economist or social scientist. He 
explains alienation, historical materialism, the economic theory 
of Capital, and Marx's idea of communism, in plain English, 
and concludes with a balanced assessment of Marx's achieve­
ment. 

'an admirably balanced portrait of the man and his achievement' 
Observer 

ENGELS 

Terrell Carver 

In a sense, Engels invented Marxism. His chief intellectual 
legacy, the materialist interpretation of history, has had a 
revolutionary effect on the arts and social sciences, and his 
work as a whole did more than Marx's to make converts to 
the most influential political movement of modern times. In 
this book Terrell Carver traces Engel's career, and looks at the 
effect of the materialist interpretation of history on Marxist 
theory and practice. 

'Carver's refreshingly honest book ... is packed with careful 
judgements about the different contributions of Engels to 19th 
century marxism.' New Society 
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De11is Arnold 

'The great virtue of Bach by Denis Arnold ... is its readability. 
Appropriate to any interested reader, it will nevertheless appeal 
primarily to those. who rake up a "book on Bach" for rhe first 
time desiring an informative hut nor roo technical or too long 
a summary of the master's act ... a rewarding, not merely an 
entertaining, read.· Cl,lssical ,\t1usic \Veekly 

'[Arnold] concenrrares his considerable energies upon educat­
ing his reader, with a careful and informed description of Bach's 
output ... Professor Arnold set out to write an informed but 
non-technical description of Bach's musical output and in this 
task he has succeeded marvellously well.' British Book Neu•s 

KANT 

Roger Scruto11 

Kant is arguably the most influenrial modern philosopher, but 
also one of the most difficult. Roger Scruton tackles his excep­
tionally complex subject with a sure hand, exploring the 
background to Kant's work, and showing why the Critique of 
Pure Reason has proved so enduring. 

'Roger Scruton faced perhaps the most intractable task of all 
in giving an elementary account of Kant's philosophy ... but 
he does it extremely elegantly and neatly.' Liste11er 



HEGEL 

Peter Singer 

Many people regard Hegel's work as obscure and extremely 
difficult, yet his importance and influence are universally 
acknowledged. Professor Singer eliminates any excuse for 
remaining ignorant of the outlines of Hegel's philosophy by 
providing a broad discussion of his ideas, and an account of 
his major works. 

'an excellent introduction to Hegel's thought ... Hegel is 
neatly placed in historical context; the formal waltz of dialectic 
and the dialectic of master and slave are economically 
illumined; Singer's usc of analogy is at times inspired.' Sunday 
Times 

DIDEROT 

Peter France 

Denis Diderot was one of the most brilliant minds of the French 
Enlightenment, on which his editorship of the Encyclopedia 
gave him a unique vantage-point. In no man were the currents 
of eighteenth-century thought more intensely present. 

This book takes account of the full range of Diderot's writ­
ing, from politics to the theatre, from physiology to painting. 
It stresses the critical impulse which lies at the heart of his 
work, and pays particular attention to the complexity of his 
writing, with its manifold and often contradictory voices, and 
to the nature of his demands on his readers. 

'Diderot is a provocative study which makes a genuine attempt 
to give a rapid appraisal of Diderot's breadth. The book never 
fails to interest.' ]oumal of European Studies 



TOLSTOY 

Henry Gifford 

This book is primarily concerned with Tolstoy's thought, as 
expressed both in his fiction and didactic writings. Henry Gif­
ford sets his subject in the context of nineteenth-century Russia 
and Europe, and shows how Tolstoy's life expressed the aspi­
rations and perplexities of his country in a gathering crisis. 

'Within its brief span ... the reader is told, in a graceful, 
informative manner, about Tolstoy's life and times and about 
the meaning of his major writings ... The book is, in the best 
sense, a job of cultural mediation.' Times Literary Suppleme11t 

PROUST 

Derwent May 

Marcel Proust's great novel, Remembrance of Things Past, is 
not only an epic work of lyrical reminiscence, it is also a 
dazzling and witty portrait of French character and society. 
Derwent May explores the historical and social aspects of 
Proust's novel, and examines the relationship between Proust's 
ideas and those of the narrator of the book, Marcel, particularly 
emphasising the way in which the book's style reflects its 
content. 

'A delightful little introduction and celebration of one of the 
great books of our century.' The Times 



GEORGE ELIOT 

Rosemary Ashto11 

This book shows how .l'v1ary Ann Evans, translator, witty 
reviewer, and editor in all but name of the radical \Vestmi11ster 
Review, evolved into George Eliot, a great novelist who applied 
her tolerant philosophy of humanity and comic wit to the 
imaginative re-creation of English society. Rosemary Ashton 
demonstrates the influence of Spinoza, Goethe, and Feucrbach 
on George Eliot's thinking, and explores her view of the 
novelist's task as that of the 'natural historian' of society. 

'Rosemary Ashton combines a valuable interpretation of the 
novels of George Eliot ... with a sensitive portrait of this 
Victorian intellectual. This is the best kind of critical writing, 
a study that helps us to sec things we had not noticed before 
and makes us long to read the novels again.' Expository Times 

MONTAIGNE 

Peter Burke 

Montaigne created a new literary genre-the essay-and his 
own essays have had a widespread influence on thought and 
literature since the Renaissance. In them he put forward ideas 
on a wide variety of subjects viewed as highly unconventional 
by his contemporaries, and because of this he has often been 
treated as a 'modern' born out of his time. Peter Burke replaces 
him in his cultural context, and shows what he had in common 
with his Renaissance contemporaries. 

'this brisk and lively introduction ... provides, in a tiny com­
pass, a balanced view and a clear and eminently readable 
account of the issues Montaigne tried to grapple with' British 
Book News 

'a handbook for students of unique wisdom and tolerance' 
Tablet 



DANTE 

George Holmes 

George Holmes expresses Dante's powerful originality by iden­
tifying the unexpected connections the poet made berwee,1~ 
received ideas and his own experience. He presents Dante .5 

biography both as an expression of the intellectual dilc1111h'1 

of e~rly R.enaissa?ce Florenc~ ~nd as an explanation ?f ~i~ 
poetiC, ph1losoph1c~l and ~ehg1~us themes developed 111 d , 
works. He ends w1th a d1scuss1on of the Divine Come Y 
Dante's poetic panorama of hell, purgatory and heaven. 

'an excellent hypothesis about Dante's philosophical dc~e­
lopmcnt and about the relation to his life of the writing oft 1e 
Comedy' Times Higher Educational Supplement 

COLERIDGE 

Richard Holmes 

Coleridge was not only a great poet, he was also a philosopher 
and explorer of the whole human condition. Richard Holm~s 
describes Coleridge's work as a writer, explains his often dif­
ficult and fragmentary ideas, and shows that his concept of 
the creative imagination still shapes our notions of growth and 
culture. 

'most attractive' Listener 

'stylish, intelligent and readable' Irish Times 
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GOETHE 
T . .J. REED 
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Dramatist, nov lis t, lyric poet, and scientist, Johann 
WoJfo-ang Goethe (1749-1832) is unquestionably the 

major· figure of Germany's national literature; his career 
and works creat d a culture in themselves. In this book 
T. J. Re d shows that in every phase of his life Goethe's 

most r e marka hie characteristic was an essentially 
youthful creativity, an optimism that still presents a 

powerfu I challenge to the pessimistic assumptions of 
mode rn culture. 

'excellent ... stimulating' 
D. J. Enright, Observer 

T. J. Reed is a Fellow ofSt .John's College, Oxford. His 
other books ilmlJ..Lde Thomas !Vfa.nn: The Uses ojTradition 
(OU P 1974) and T"'fte Classical Centr:e: Goethe and Weimar 

1775-1832 (1980). 

Oxford Paperbacks 
Oxford University Press 
£2.95 net in UK 
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