


Digitized for Microsoft Corporation
by the Internet Archive in 2007.
From University of Toronto.
May be used for non-commercial, personal, research,
or educational purposes, or any fair use.
May not be indexed in a commercial service.






rosoft®

A
S
5
5
S
>
S




Digitized by Microsoft® R




/,

3R
W
'
!

" Digitized by Micr

Yo




8L

YANR

S T

M
¥

R

oy




‘///jzr'ﬂz/{' e //7'/9

:73:»: //1/4/01:)1[/("71;1 (»/y f//j//) /[Iy



GOETHE

THE MAN AND HIS CHARACTER

BY

JOSEPH M°CABE

AUTHOR OF
‘““THE EMPRESSES OF ROME,” ‘‘THE IRON CARDINAL,” ETC.

LONDON
EVELEIGH NASH

1912






PREFACE

Sk J. SEELEY complained some years ago that
there were too few books about Goethe in English
literature. The complaint seems just when we
reflect, not merely on the large generosity with
which German scholars have recognised the great-
ness of our own national poet, but on the intensely
interesting personality and career of Goethe. We
know comparatively little of Shakespeare, and our
most devoted research yields only a dim and elusive
suggestion of his personality in many phases. His
genius breaks on us almost suddenly from clouds
of conjectures and legends. It is very different
with Goethe. The material for writing a biography
of him is exceptionally rich: it has been collected
and sifted by three generations of ardent students;
and the life and character which this material
represents to us in their development are of unusual
and unfading human interest. The art of Shake-
speare is so objective, so detached, that it would
live imperishably if every trace of the artist were
obliterated as completely as every trace of Homer,
or the Homeric poets. The great works of Goethe
are suffused with personal feeling, and reflect at

v






PREFACE

SR J. SEELEY complained some years ago that
there were too few books about Goethe in English
literature. The complaint seems just when we
reflect, not merely on the large generosity with
which German scholars have recognised the great-
ness of our own national poet, but on the intensely
interesting personality and career of Goethe. We
know comparatively little of Shakespeare, and our
most devoted research yields only a dim and elusive
suggestion of his personality in many phases. His
genius breaks on us almost suddenly from clouds
of conjectures and legends. It is very different
with Goethe. The material for writing a biography
of him is exceptionally rich: it has been collected
and sifted by three generations of ardent students;
and the life and character which this material
represents to us in their development are of unusual
and unfading human interest. The art of Shake-
speare is so objective, so detached, that it would
live imperishably if every trace of the artist were
obliterated as completely as every trace of Homer,
or the Homeric poets. The great works of Goethe
are suffused with personal feeling, and reflect at

'



Preface

every stage the impassioned drama of his career.
We do not seek to know the artist merely as a
tribute to his art.

Goethe still treads the stage of the world in the
character of Faust, but the true story of his life is
far more attractive than the melodramatic mutila-
tion of his great tragedy which is annually presented
in the theatres of every land. We have from his
own hand a minute and masterly description of the
boyhood of a genius; we behold, in his narrative
and his impulsive letters, the exquisitely sensitive
youth awakening in a world which is a hundred
years too old for him, and, while conscious of a
mighty task, wavering time after time between the
valleys of love and the hills of learning; we find
his developed nature so many-sided that he attracts
into his life nearly every person of consequence in
his age, and reflects in his art every spasm of its
travail for the birth of the new world; and even in
his later years we see his genius linked, in rare
association, with a passion that holds him to the
 common rank of men. The greatest literary artist
since Shakespeare, and no inconspicuous figure in
the scientific culture of the new world, he is, never-
theless, so profoundly human that almost every
chapter in his career is a romantic love-story.

Yet so Tittle has been written about Goethe in
England since Sir J. Seeley justly complained of
the poverty of our literature, that little excuse need
be pleaded in extenuation of this publication.
The English reader has, to-day, a choice of two
vi



Preface

biographies: a new edition of that written half-a-
century ago by G. H. Lewes, and an excellent
translation of Bielschowsky’s more recent and more
authoritative work. Both these large works are,
however, occupied, to the extent of at least a third,
with the analysis of poems, plays and novels, which
are now read in England only by a few. Lewes’s
work, moreover, unrivalled as it is and must remain
in many respects, is out of date as a biography of
Goethe; it is marred not merely by the many
inaccuracies of detail which were unavoidable in an
early study, but by many more serious errors in
appreciation of character. I have assumed that
there are many to whom most of Goethe’s works
are unknown, if not unknowable, who will welcome
a full account of his wonderful career and careful
study of his character, with only such brief notices
of his earlier, and the chief of his later, works as
may be needed to follow the broad development
of his artistic genius.

It will be seen from the outset when I deal with
his relation to his mother, that the work is not a
mere compendium of the things that are usually
said about Goethe. It offers a new interpretation
of some important phases of his career. It is based
on a careful reading of Goethe’s letters and works,
and the letters and writings of those who knew him;
though I have gathered supplementary information
in the whole field of German Goethe-literature, and
I have found most helpful companions of research
in the larger biographies of Bielschowsky and
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(especially) Heinemann. A few other works on
particular stages of Goethe’s career will be grate-
fully mentioned in their proper places. Generally,
however, I have preferred to remove the literary
scaffolding, so to speak, in order that the simple
lines of the narrative may be followed with greater
ease.

J. M.

Christmas 1911.
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CHAPTER 1
THE BOYHOOD OF A GENIUS

Jouann Worreane GOETHE was born on August
28th, of the year 1749, in the town of Frankfort-
on-the-Main. The clocks were telling the hour
of noon to the drowsy burghers of that old-world
city when there came among them the man who
was destined to cry the hour to them and to Germany
with a louder tongue than one made of iron. It
seemed to the few who were interested in his
coming that he had just peeped through the doors
of life, and was about to return to the spirit-world.
The nurse was unskilful, and he almost perished
on the threshold. But an aged grandmother, who
watched by the bed of the young mother, persuaded
him to remain, and neighbours who lived near the
large gloomy house in the Hirschgraben presently
learned that Councillor Goethe, the severe, studious
son-in-law of their “ mayor,” and his eighteen-year-
old wife had a son and heir.

“It seems to be the chief task of the biographer,”
Goethe says, “ to depict the man in his surroundings,
to show how far they restrain and how far they
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Goethe

impel him; how he forms out of his experience a
certain view of the world and of men, and how, as
artist, poet or writer, he reflects this view in his
work.”

In this masterly direction to biographers, it will
be noticed, Goethe does not recommend the study
of ancestry, which has become so fashionable. How-
ever, we are now so convinced that the virtues or
vices of the child may be visited upon his
parents, even to the third or fourth generation, that
biographers have penetrated deep into the past in
search of them. Little pieces are borrowed from
this or that progenitor, and fitted into the mosaic of
his portrait. From his mother we derive his genial
love of life and mirth, his shrinking from ugliness,
his fascination of person, even his art of story-
telling ; though it is not unlikely that Frau Goethe
shared these qualities with many other mothers in
Frankfort. In his father we find an intellectual
orderliness which reappears in the son; though not
until life has read him a very severe lesson in
discipline. Earlier generations make their modest
contributions to his character and cast of mind. But
as these discoveries leave wholly unexplained the
most distinctive thing in Goethe, his genius, which
we do not find dawning in any earlier generation or
leaving an afterglow in any later, we will not linger
long among his ancestors.

The genealogical tree which he gives in his auto-
biography begins with his paternal grandmother, a
refined and comfortable widow, and his mother’s
parents, the chief citizen of Frankfort and his wife.
12



The Boyhood of a Genius

It appears that the paternal grandfather, whom
Goethe had never seen, was an enterprising tailor
who had come from the country to Frankfort, and
had left the sartorial table to marry the widowed
mistress of the ‘“Weidenhof,” one of the chief
hostels of the town. When we follow this fortunate
tailor back into the provinces, we find that he was
the son of the village blacksmith at Artern, on the
borders of Thuringia; and recent research has dis-
covered an earlier generation in an equally humble
home at Berka, near Sonderhausen.

On the mother’s side there was comparative dis-
tinction. Johann Kaspar Goethe, the poet’s father,
had married Katharina Elizabeth Textor, a daughter
of the Schultheiss (or mayor and chief magistrate)
of Frankfort; and the Textors were, in a word, a
family of substantial bourgeois officials and jurists,
adorned with a modest taste for culture and music,
such as culture and music then were in Germany.
So prosy a genealogy did not suit Goethe’s boyish
spirit. He very carefully examined the family
portraits, in his early teens, to discover whether his
father might not be the natural son of a nobleman,
and was acutely disappointed. Genius is not made,
even by its parents.

His father would have been astonished to learn
that he had contributed any trait to the character of
his wayward son. Had he lived to read the little
poem in which Wolf describes how he inherited
from his father his “serious conduct of life,” he
would have said that it was the chief thing he failed
to transmit. When it does appear, late in Goethe’s

I3



Goethe

life, we may find another reason for it. Lewes has
no difficulty in tracing the son’s inheritance from
the father because he holds that the ““cardinal char-
acteristic”” of Goethe is the subjection of the -
emotions to the intellect. We shall see.
Exceptionally sober and methodical, with cold
command of his faint emotions and small ideas,
Johann Kaspar Goethe watched the development
of his son’s genius in later years with a feeling akin
to that of the hen that has hatched a duckling. The
figure is not new, but it is too true to be avoided.
He would have made an excellent father for a great
lawyer, and that was his sole ambition. He had
himself studied law, travelled in Italy, and returned
to Frankfort larger than most of its citizens. Here
he had proposed to undertake some small legal
office in the public service, without, salary, if the
authorities would dispense with the customary
ballot. They refused; and he determined to place
himself in such a position that, if he ever relented
toward them, he would be unable to hold office. He
obtained (for money, no doubt) the rank of Imperial
Councillor, and, in his thirty-ninth year, married the
seventeen-year-old daughter of the Schultheiss. On
both grounds he was, for the rest of his life,
precluded from taking office. As his mother had
sold her hostel in 1731, and retired with her fortune
of a hundred thousand guldens to the large house
in the Hirschgraben, which she had bought, he had
an idle life. Instead, however, of disposing him to
that genial dissipation which might be expected
in the son of a hostel-keeper, this idleness led

14



The Boyhood of a Genius

Councillor Goethe to spend his talent in an austere
control of his family. He surrounded himself with
sober, well-bound books, made collections of
bronzes and ivories, drilled a little Italian and
music into the head of his uneducated wife (though,
apparently, he never taught her to spell German),
and, when children came, he drew up a formidable
scheme of study and helped to realise it. Hence
he is usually a grim dark figure, a domestic Rhada-
manthus, in pictures of Goethe’s boyhood. The
poet recognised in later years that this severity was
partly prompted by affection, and he usually speaks
of his father with respect.

Against this dour figure the biographers place,
in radiant contrast, the person of Goethe’s mother.
She was genial, warm, laughter-loving, ever anxious
to keep her face to the sun and her back to the
shade, tactful, and of good judgment. She was
twenty years nearer to childhood than her husband;
she relied on sugar-plums, while he favoured the
rod. In later years princes and scholars esteemed
her. In the poem to which I have referred Goethe
says that he inherited from her his “happy tem-
perament and love of story-telling.” How far the
art of story-telling is inherited, we have not
determined; how far Frau Goethe differed from
other mothers in that art and in brightness of
character, we have no means of ascertaining; but
what we do know seems to cast very much doubt
on the usual representation of Goethe’s relation to
his mother, and the subject must be noticed at
once.

I3



Goethe

The personal qualities of Frau Goethe are not in
dispute. It is hardly worth while raising the ques-
tion whether, but for the genius of her son, even
Frankfort would ever have distinguished her from
hundreds of other plump and cheerful housewives
who told fairy tales to their children, but it is neces-
sary to point out from the start that she had little
or no influence on her son, and he had little or no
affection for her during the greater part of his life.
All the statements that connect her intimately with
him in early life are statements made by her,
and reported by a notoriously unreliable admirer
(Bettina), in the time of his greatness, when
reminiscences would inevitably be warmed by his
position. The truth is that Goethe left home “not
caring whether he would ever see it again,” as he
says. He had discarded his mother’s creed when
he was seven years old, and he was passionately
attached to his sister Cornelia, who, as some of the
most laudatory writers on Frau Goethe (such as
Heinemann) admit, had no affection for her mother.
After leaving home he wrote no letters to his mother
before his twenty-eighth year, and the letters he
afterwards wrote are for many years singularly
devoid of the warm and tender expressions which
we find so abundantly in his letters to others.
During his first absence at school she complained
of this, and he sent an excusatory poem; but as he
continued to avoid writing to her, I cannot see in
this more than a formal expression of respect.
Then, in his years of adolescence, when passion
and perplexity led him into crisis after crisis, he
16



The Boyhood of a Genius

exposed his quivering soul to many women, but
never to his mother. Even after the death of his
sister and father, when the old lady dwelt alone
in the gloomy house, his failure to visit her more
than once in many years is, says his most ardent
biographer, Bielschowsky, “the darkest stain on his
career.” In his autobiography he rarely mentions
her, never with feeling.

A recent discovery seems very strongly to confirm
this view of Goethe’s relation to his mother. An
old manuscript was discovered in 1910 to be an
early version of his famous novel, Wilkelm Meister’s
Apprenticeship. The first chapters of it, which
were written in 1777 and 1778, give a very thinly
disguised description of his own home and boyhood.
The novel, as we have it, was recognised by Frau
Goethe to contain a description of the home, and it
is regarded by all as more or less autobiographical,
but the early version was much closer to the facts.”
We have the tender and beloved grandmother, who
presents the boy with a toy theatre at Christmas,
the severe father, the sister companion, the prim
friend who marries the sister, and so on. And in
the midst of these familiar figures he draws the
following picture of Wilhelm’s mother :

“It pains me to have to say, but it is true that
this woman, who had had five children—two sons

1 See Wilhelm Meister's Theatralische Sendung, a series of
extracts from the manuscript edited by Dr. Billeter, ri91o. For
the conventional account of Goethe’s mother see Heinemann’s
Goethe's Mutter (1909) and a spirited but not very accurate work
by Margaret Reeks (Zke Mother of Goethe, 1911).

B 17



Goethe

and three daughters—by her husband, Wilhelm
being the eldest [Goethe was the eldest of five
children], had, even in mature years, a passion for
an insipid man, which was known to her husband,
and so carelessness, bitterness, and quarrels were
brought into the home; and that, had the husband
not been a true and upright burgher, and his mother
not been a well-disposed and tolerant woman, the
family might have been disgraced by a shameful
divorce. The poor children were the worst sufferers.
In other cases, where the father is not amiable, the
helpless creatures fly to their mother; in this case
they found a worse evil on the other side, as the
mother, in her discontent, was generally in a bad
mood. . . . Hence Wilhelm had an aversion for his
mother, and was in an evil plight, as his father also
was a hard man.”

This is romance, of course; let me not be
misunderstood. But it is impossible that such a
portrait could have been inserted, even as the
wildest fiction, among the correct portraits of the
other members of the family, if Goethe had had
any regard for his mother at that time. Somehow
the bright-natured young mother entirely failed to
win the affection of her children, and was not to
them the light of the home. We shall see that
when Wilhelm Meister, as we have it, reached her,
she burst into exclamations of pride and gratitude
over the description of the early home. And this
discarded manuscript then lay in her son’s desk!
I do not, like Bielschowsky, see “a dark stain”
on Goethe’s career, but conclude that the con-
18
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The Boyhood of a Genius

ventional account of his mother is false, and has
no documentary basis.

Much of Goethe’s boyhood and youth is better
understood when we accept this view. He quickly
became wilful, independent, and self-conscious.
One of his earliest recollections was that, at pottery
fair, when plates and jugs abounded, he flung a
large number of them on the street. In the old
house, before it was rebuilt, a lattice-work cage
projected into -the street over the service-door.
Wolf was signalling in it to the boys in the corre-
sponding cage across the street, when he flung the
first piece of pottery. Their applause encouraged
him, and he had a heap of broken crockery in the
street before he was discovered. He was extra-
ordinarily sensitive to ugliness, and in his third
year he one day fell into a violent passion—a not
unusual occurrence—because there was an ugly
child in the room. It did not prevent him from
being deeply attached until death to his sister
Cornelia, born a year after him, who was not at all
pretty. On the other hand, he loved flowers and
the aspect of the rich meadows and vine-clad hills
beyond the town. There was no garden to the
house, but from the window of the upper room, in
which he studied in summer, he could look out
upon the gardens of neighbours and the green
valley of the Main, and the soft blue hills beyond
the crest of the city wall. Then there was a vine-
yard belonging to his father near the gate; and
there was grandfather Textor’s fine garden, where

the amiable potentate, in loose dressing-gown and
B2 19



Goethe

l:ftrge velvet cap, always welcomed Wolf and his
sister.

For his fifth Christmas grandmother Goethe
bought a princely and fateful gift, a toy theatre or
puppet show. How little did the old lady dream
that she was opening the true avenue of greatness
to the boy, and that a hundred and fifty years after-
wards men and women from all parts of the world
would gaze with tenderness on that first instrument
of Goethe’s dramatic education! He has, no doubt,
romantically enlarged his recollection in the open-
ing pages of Wilhelm Meister, but we know that
the picture is broadly true. They sat in the evening,
in a darkened room, trying to pierce the mystery
of the closed door. The door was opened, and a
miniature theatre filled the opening, and the boy,
feverishly delighted, saw King Saul, in black velvet
tunic and gilded crown, Jonathan, in yellow and
red robe, David and Samuel and Goliath play the
Biblical tragedy. Some time afterwards he per-
suaded his mother to give him control, and made
his first efforts at stage-managing. He composed
or adapted new plays, then trained a troupe of
his comrades and clothed them in shining armour.
The first of his surviving plays was written in his
early teens, though re-written a few years later.
He had his first dim boyish vision of the kingdom
of art, and, turn as he might to love or to science,
he would never rest until he reigned in it.

The grandmother died shortly after the splendid
Christmas of 1754. “She lingers in my memory
like a spirit,” he said long afterwards, recalling her
20



The Boyhood of a Genius

frail and sweet white-clad figure. The house now
belonged to his father, who desired to rebuild it.
It is characteristic of him that, when he found that
he would incur certain municipal restrictions if he
“rebuilt” it, he decided to “repair” it, storey by
storey, from foundation to roof, and live in it
during the alterations, which lasted two years. The
children enjoyed the confusion of lessons and the
coming of new interests into their dull life, but
the rain at last reached their beds, and they were
sent to live with friends.

The change compelled Wolf to attend a public
school for the first and only time in his boyhood.
It is in keepmg with the character which we recog-
nise in him in those early years, that he disliked it
because the boys were rough. The schools of
Frankfort were poor little shops for retailing
elementary letters, and even the gymnasium of
Dr. Albrecht did not meet Councillor Goethe’s
high standard, so that the lessons were given at
home. The curriculum embraced, up to Goethe’s
fifteenth year, Latin, Greek, Italian, French,
English, history, geography, natural science,
mathematics, drawing, and music. Goethe could
write very fair Latin compositions in his eighth year.
We have some of his exercises of that year, and
these imaginary dialogues are even more remark-
able for their humour, inventiveness, and elasticity
than for their Latin.

But there is a quainter proof that this advanced
learning was stimulating rather than cramping his
mind. As he sat in the family room, with large

21



Goethe

apprehensive eyes in his long pale face, and most
acute ears, he gathered that there were differences
of opinion about the simple creed he had learned
from his mother. The appalling earthquake at
Lisbon in 1755 had led to discussion, and Wolf
reflected philosophically, if not sceptically, on it.
He decided to raise his own altar to God and
practise a cult of his own. On a handsome
lacquered music-stand, with four-sided top (for
quartettes), he arranged a number of minerals and
dead things from his father’s collection to represent
nature; for symbol of worship he placed a fumigat-
ing taper, in a saucer, at the top. At sunrise the little
priest stood reverently by the altar, and, as the first
rays entered the room, he concentrated them on the
taper with a burning glass, and set it alight. But
he seriously burned the lacquer of the altar on the
following morning, and the cult was abandoned.
We gather from the autobiography that he was
then only in his sixth or seventh year. He had
become a dramatist in his sixth year; in the same
or the following year he framed the creed of his
life—a simple reverence for God-Nature, without
dogmas or priests.

Although his lessons were given in the house, he
was not solitary. Professional teachers came to
give some of the lessons, and the children of neigh-
bours were invited. In time a score of boys and
girls studied together. But Wolf found most of
them rough, and shrank from them. One day a
few of the boys cut twigs from a broom, and beat
his bare calves. As his father had strictly forbidden

22



The Boyhood of a Genius

disturbance during school hours, he bore it stoically
until the hour struck, and then he fell on the boys
with terrific rage. After that the classes were
reduced.

Other influences, besides the formal lessons, were
stimulating his mind. During the long winter even-
ings the father would bring some grave improving
work from his handsome library, and, let the family
yawn as they might, read it aloud to them. He
persisted in reading to the end, even when he had
chosen a seven-volume work like Bower’s History
of the Popes. At other times the mother had her
way, and the most thrilling fairy tales were spun.
She described in later years the tense pale face and
flashing black eyes' and hot interjections of the
boy, and told how, by a kindly trick, she learned
from the grandmother how Wolf thought the tale
ought to end, and delighted him by bringing it to
that end. Then there was a translation of Robinson
Crusoe, and there were stirring stories to be had for
a few coppers in the town.

His father’s friends, also, liked to instruct the
precocious boy. One of them, Councillor Schneider,
set great value on the new poem (the ““ Messias”)
of the poet Klopstock. Councillor Goethe frowned
on it; blank verse, he said, was not poetry. So
Councillor Schneider ceased to dispute with him—
in order not to lose a good dinner on Sundays,

1 Goethe’s eyes were really dark brown, but the pupils were so
large and deep and brilliant that they seemed black to most people.
His painters saw them otherwise, and his mother calls them brown

on one occasion. The narrator of the story, it should be added,
is a lady of more vividness than truthfulness.
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Goethe says—but gave it secretly to the wife, who
lent it to the children. They learned its fiery lines
by heart. The boy loved thunder and lightning,
and would generally begin a play with the murders
in the fifth act. One Saturday evening in winter
the father had brought the barber to the house, to
prepare him for the Sabbath. Wolf and Cornelia
sat behind the stove, reciting one of the most
spirited passages in careful whispers. But when it
came to Adramalech (Cornelia) laying violent hands
on Satan (Wolf), she lost control, and shrieked out
the defiant words. The startled barber spilled the
contents of his bowl into the father’s lap, and
Klopstock was discovered and banished.

Cornelia and her brother drew closer to each
other under the shadow of the austere father. Three
other children had followed them into the world,
but had soon been borne out again to the “home
of peace ” beyond the walls, and the survivors clung
to each other. Together they strolled on the
ramparts which encased the town and its spirit, and
looked out toward the distant hills, beyond which
the world lay; or wandered on the quays, when
brave ships sailed up the river from far lands, and
watched the daily coach from Nuremberg drop its
passengers at the hotel. As grandchildren of the
Schultheiss they were favoured, and they explored
many a dark nook and vault of the old buildings,
and heard much of the ancient privileges and
historical glories of Frankfort. Twice a year
they had the grand agitation of the fair, when the
whole countryside flocked in, and they wandered
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The Boyhood of a Genius

among the enchanting booths, and saw the dentist
and the quack and the marvellous freaks of
nature.

The observant boy began early to gather the kind
of wisdom which he would one day put in the mouth
of Mephistopheles. He was led to visit a music-
master, and the man made piano lessons so marvel-
lously bright with little pranks and jokes that he
and Cornelia at once became pupils. But the
lessons were as dull as those of any other teacher,
and it was not until a strange boy, a possible pupil,
happened to be present that the fascinating manner
reappeared, and Goethe bitterly discovered the
trick. On another day he went with some adults to
visit a neighbour who took great pride in his garden.
They had a glimpse of a table laid with choice
wines and fruit in an arbour. In the company,
however, was a rival flower-grower, who touched a
carnation, and, when he was rebuked, touched it
again, to make his honesty quite plain. They
separated the respectable burghers with some
difficulty, and had to depart without opening a
bottle. Such things, and the darker vaults which
at times opened beneath the smiling homes of
neighbours, the boy stored in his memory. In the
court, where his grandfather presided, he was a
frequent and attentive listener.

So he grew in knowledge, in boyish vanity, in
quickness of temper, and in independence of spirit.
He was preparing for his work. Frankfort had
over 30,000 citizens, but its massive walls, which
seemed to squeeze it until its narrow streets were
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crumpled and disjointed, were an obvious symbol of
the traditions that confined its life. It was swathed
in medieval forms; its clocks had stopped at the
sixteenth century. Germany was, in fact, still
exhausted by the Thirty Years’ War, and lay like
a vast placid agricultural estate, with little industry
and commerce, and still less art and letters, even
in its small iron-bound towns. It hardly bore one
great man in a generation. Somewhere to the north,
an appalling journey for a coach, was the growing
bustling city of Frederick of Prussia, and far below
the western and southern horizon were France and
Italy; but these were vague names to most people
at Frankfort. They lived and bred and died, under
the old burgher regulations, and never dreamed but
that it was the eternal order of things. The wiser
of them knew that the one deep thinker Germany
had produced in a century, Leibnitz, regarded this
as the best of all possible worlds.

Upon this drowsy optimism the storm of a new
age was about to break. It was, properly speaking,
the last hour of the Middle Ages; and the boy who
dwelt curiously on the antiquities and peeped into
the iniquities of Frankfort was to be one of the
heralds of modern times. The first important event
to quicken his growth was the outbreak, in 1756, of
the Seven Years’ War. He gathered at the dinner-
table that Frederick had pitted his little army
against Russia, France and Austria, and he echoed
his father's applause. But Frankfort, though
nominally a “free city,” was under the Emperor,
and was the chosen seat of imperial crownings. In
26
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The Boyhood of a Genius

fact, grandfather Textor had helped to carry the
canopy over Francis I, and had received a heavy
gold chain from Maria Theresa, so that he was
indignant at such traitorous sentiments. -‘The peace
of the family was shattered, and a stream of bitter
waters ran between the houses. The happy gather-
ing round grandfather’s table on Sundays, which
Wolf had enjoyed from his first years, had
to be abandoned. But worse trouble was to
come. :

On the second of January, 1759, the trumpet of-
the watchman at the gate announced that troops
were coming along the road. Free and neutral
Frankfort admitted no troops; but the blasts of
the trumpet became louder and more frequent, and
before long seven thousand French soldiers poured
through the gate, swept aside the feeble guard, and
quartered themselves on the citizens. Their com-
mander, Count Thoranc (not Thorane, as Goethe
spells it), selected the fine new house in the
Hirschgraben for his residence, and the gloom of
Councillor Goethe deepened. To the boy the
change was welcome. Lessons suffered, and a new
page in the book of life was turned. Thoranc was
a tall, thin, grave officer, with pock-marked face
and fiery eyes, of faultless manners and dignity. In
spite of his father’s frowns Wolf found the way to
his rooms, and was encouraged by dainties from the
table. As the war dragged, and the French
remained in Frankfort, Thoranc engaged the best
artists of the district to paint pictures for him.
Wolf’s upper room was turned into a studio, and the
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boy loved to hover round the artists and ask them
about their work.

Then Thoranc brought a company of French
actors to the town. Textor gave the boy a free
pass to the improvised theatre, and a new world
opened to him. Among the actresses was a Mme.
de Rosne, who had a son about Goethe’s age and a
daughter a few years older. Wolf and de Rosne
(he calls him Derones) became close friends, and
the boy was admitted to the mysterious recesses be-
hind the scenes and to the common dressing-rooms.
As his French improved rapidly, his father did not
interfere. After witnessing Corneille and Moliére
for some months, Wolf wrote a play, and asked
de Rosne’s influence to get it accepted. They were
both about ten years old. But de Rosne discoursed
so learnedly on its departures from the rules of
French drama that it was abandoned. Another day
de Rosne conceived that he had been insulted, and
called out his friend. Goethe seems to have put on
his best clothes for the solemn ceremony; he
describes himself going to the field in green coat
with gold buttons, gold-cloth vest, black serge
breeches and fine cotton stockings, with large silver
buckles on his shoes, his hair curled and powdered,
his hat under his arm, and a sword dangling at his
side. After a few passes the point of de Rosne’s
sword was caught in the tassel of Goethe’s sword,
and honour was satisfied. They retired to drink
a glass of almond milk together. quthe made
love to the boy’s sister, who ignored him, and he
was thrown back upon the less piquant charms of
28
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Charitas Meixner and the other girl-friends of
Cornelia.

The home was now darker than ever, and all the
tact of Frau Goethe was needed to maintain com-
parative peace. On Good Friday, 1759, a battle
was fought near the town. The father went out to
the field to greet the victorious Prussians, and had
to return in deep dejection. Unhappily, Thoranc,
who had received the prudent congratulations of
the mother and promised a feast to the children, met
him on the stairs, and politely invited his com-
pliments. The enraged Councillor told him that he
had hoped to see the French “driven to the devil.”
Thoranc, in great anger, ordered his arrest, and his
wife had much work to save him. This trying
situation lasted until the summer of 1761, when
the father persuaded the authorities to lodge the
count elsewhere, and at once let half his house to
a friendly lawyer, lest other French officers should
invade it. But the French left Frankfort soon
afterwards, and life returned to its even flow. Wolf
Goethe, however, was a good three years older for
the experience.

English was now added to his French and
Italian : Hebrew was added to Latin and Greek.
It is clear that he did not really master Greek until
a much later year, and a reference long afterwards
to his “smattering of Hebrew ”—a correct descrip-
tion, apparently—warns us not to take too seriously
the lessons he had in that tongue from Dr. Albrecht.
The lessons were chiefly useful in inducing him to
make a closer study of the Old Testament. He
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joined the critical school in his early teens; but he
kept throughout life a deep respect for the Bible,
and strongly disliked Voltaire’s treatment of it. It
is, perhaps, a little quaint to find him afterwards
interrupting the long narrative of his impulsive
youth to say, very seriously: “To it [the Bible]
almost alone do I owe my moral education.”
Wandering in the Jewish quarter at Frankfort, he
noticed that the language used was not Hebrew,
and so Yiddish was added to his accomplishments.
It 1s clear that he had a remarkable command of
languages for so young a boy. Sometime in his
early teens he invented a correspondence between
seven brothers and sisters who were supposed to be
scattered over Europe, so that the letters were
written in German, French, English, Latin, Greek,
Italian and Yiddish. He was then in his thirteenth
or fourteenth year.

In 1763 there occurred an episode which we may
regard as the close of his boyhood and the opening
of his long career of romance. If his own words in
W erther be as true as they are beautiful, this early
dawn of a faint blush of passion must greatly have
quickened his rapid growth: “What is the world
to our hearts without love? It is like a magic
lantern without light. No sooner dost thou put in
the lamp but the brightly coloured figures appear
upon the white wall.” The first glimmer of the
light that would later blaze so furiously in the
lantern of his mind was now lit in him.

Among his friends was a youth who had relations
with a social world much below that to which his

30



The Boyhood of a Genius

father belonged. Goethe, who peeped into all
worlds, was led to associate with a number of these
youths of the desk or the counter. They questioned
the genuineness of the poems which he had already
begun to write. He would prove it. For theme
they suggested a poetic love-letter of a maid to a
difident lover. He learned afterwards that they
had sent this poem to a nervous youth, who sighed
for a maid above him, and they pressed Goethe to
carry the matter further. He joined them at the
inn at which they were accustomed to meet, and
sat with some discomfort at the wine-stained table
among the boisterous youths, until, at a call for
more wine, a girl of “astonishing beauty” entered
the room. As was to happen so often in his life,
the image of the beautiful girl, framed in such sober
surroundings, at once fired his passion. He did
not speak to the apparition, but he made a rare
attendance at church on the following Sunday to
gaze on her, and the little inn and the group of
roughish youths were now attractive. On the next
occasion, as he wrote a second love-letter from the
maid, he was left alone with Gretchen for a moment.
She urged him to abandon the joke. The trick was
cruel ; the letter was too good for so poor a purpose.
“Will you sign the letter to me, then?” he asked
eagerly. She signed it, and Wolf jumped up to
embrace her. She quietly refused, saying that that
was “vulgar,” but trusted they would like each
other.

It was the first page of the first of Goethe’s many
love-stories. We have, unfortunately, no description
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of Gretchen. We know only that she had prettiness
or charm enough to sit as model in a milliner’s shop
window, and that she was a few years older than
Goethe. I gather from the autobiography that she
was a relative of the widow who kept the little inn
somewhere in the town.* Wolf went home to kiss
his poem ardently and await the next summons to
the inn. The youths now brought him orders for
poems that were to celebrate marriages and funerals,
and they proposed that the fees should be spent in
feasts at the inn. He had, therefore, many excuses
to return. Gretchen allowed no familiarity, to
him or to any other, but it was enough for him
that she should stand near and place her hands
on his burning shoulder, while he wrote the
poems.

In the spring of 1764 the Archduke Joseph was
to be crowned King of Rome at Frankfort, and
the feverish preparations favoured his courtship.
His father brought out old records of coronations,
and Wolf listened until late at night to all the
explanations and anticipations of ceremonies. Then
there was the joy of explaining it all to Gretchen,
in the official capacity of grandson of the Schultheiss
and son of an Imperial Councillor, and telling the
latest arrivals of Austrian soldiers and gold-laced
ambassadors and high-sounding nobles. The
groups now gathered nightly at the inn, and the
merriment ran to later hours. Wolf secretly pro-
cured a key of the house, and used to let himself

1 The inn is located in the town, not the country, on the
authority of one of Goethe’s boyhood companions, Passavant.
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in when all thought he was in bed. One night,
when the clock struck midnight at the inn, he found
that he had not brought his key. Gretchen pro-
posed that they should all pass the night in the
room, and the adventure pleased. The innkeeper
was with them, and they talked quietly until sleep
closed their eyes. Wolf was the last to sleep;
Gretchen’s head had fallen on his shoulder. He
awoke in the early morning to find her smiling
before the mirror, and he hurried away to reach
his home by a roundabout way—Iest his father
should chance to be at a window—before all were
astir.

Councillor Goethe was too deeply immersed in
the civic preparations to notice his son’s move-
ments, and it may be said for the mother that, with
a Palatine knight on the first floor of the house
and a Wiirtemberg baron on the second, her hands
were full. It was a unique opportunity for youthful
intrigue, and not unnatural that the son of a dis-
tinguished burgher should be much out of doors
at so historic a time. The coronation took place
on April 3rd, and Goethe was well pleased to see
the splendid pageant and ceremony, but its glory
paled beside the approaching joy of the evening.
He was to stroll among the crowd, “partly dis-
guised,” with Gretchen on his arm. For hours
they wandered in the merry crowd and admired
the illuminations; and when he at length took
Gretchen to her home she rewarded him with a kiss
on the forehead. He went home to luxurious
dreams.

i 33



Goethe

And he awoke to find a grave and tearful mother
beside his bed. At the request of his companions
he had recommended for the public service to his
grandfather a young man of their acquaintance,
and this youth had been detected in forgery and
embezzlement. Councillor Goethe was beside
himself with anger, and Councillor Schneider was
below, on the part of the Council, to discover
Wolf’s relations with the offenders. Wolf sullenly
refused to speak; he had a feeling that he might
incriminate Gretchen. But the stern Councillor
named the inn and his companions, and Goethe
told all he knew of the innocent, yet guilty, meet-
ings. When the Councillor had gone, Wolf flung
himself on the floor of his room and wept bitterly.
He refused to see the further festivities, and threat-
ened to do harm to himself if his companions were
imprisoned. In time he learned that Gretchen and
his friends were acquitted of complicity, and he
returned to his books.

The first idyll was ended, but at least the sweet
recollection of it remained for a few weeks. His
father had at once engaged a tutor for him, and
taken every precaution to prevent him from return-
ing to his former companions. One day Wolf
induced his tutor, whom he liked, to tell him the
details of the trial. How had dear Gretchen borne
herself in court? Excellently, the tutor said; when
they had asked her if Wolf had countenanced any
misconduct, she had replied that she had kept all
mischief from him, as she “regarded him as a
child,” and had for him the “affection of a sister.”
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With one last gust of passion Goethe’s first love
ended. After all those iridescent dreams, those
weeks of throbbing passion, that treasured kiss, he
must learn that he had been but a child to her!
His boyhood was over now.
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CHAPTER 1I
SCHOOLS OF LOVE AND LEARNING

For some weeks the fifteen-year-old youth played
the part of the embittered lover with artistic correct-
ness. He no longer roamed the streets and quays,
or mixed with the craftsmen at their work, or shone
in the light of his grandfather’s splendour. It
seemed to him that, as he passed along, every eye
darkened with knowledge of his adventure. But
as the spring grew warmer, and the fresh country
beyond the walls smiled at him in his lonely attic,
he took long walks in the neighbourhood. At first
he was alone. He would seek some solitary spot
in the forest, where he could improve his skill in
drawing and tell the trees and the birds of the
follies of men. Then he admitted the company
of a student of philosophy, whose grave discourse
suited his mood. No system of philosophy was
needed, he held, because all high truth was found
in either religion or poetry; but he was induced to
read—mainly in his father’s encyclopadias, one
fears—and was attracted to the doctrines of the
Stoics.

The sun, however—the great Epicurean teacher
—rose higher in the heavens, the blood ran warm
in his veins, and he rejoined Cornelia and her
friends. They floated down the clear river on hot
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summer days, or startled the forest with song and
laughter, a very merry party of a dozen or so. With
Wolf were his friend Horn, a cheerful little fellow
with sparkling eyes and curly black hair, and a few
other youths. Cornelia had a pretty circle of maidens
—she was far the plainest of them all, Goethe
says. One of them, Charitas Meixner, is included
in the list of Goethe’s lovers by some writers who
do not think the list long enough. She was a niece
of Moritz, the lawyer to whom half the Goethe
house had been let in order to keep out the French.
She had been sent from Worms to study at Frank-
fort for three years; possibly she lived in their
house, and was a good comrade to Cornelia and
Wolf. No doubt she admired the handsome young
poet, with vest of cloth of gold, and he liked her,
but she has no higher title to immortality than that.
Was there a different attachment? Writing to
a friend two years afterwards, Goethe says that he
has, at Leipsic, won a charming maiden without
the aid of presents, and he contrasts it with “the
trouble I had to win the favours of W——"" There
was no W in Cornelia’s circle. It suggests the
theatre. Curiously enough, about this time Goethe
was seeking admission into a very select and more
or less secret society of youths known as the
Arcadian Society. The test was virtue. We have
the letter in which Goethe confesses his faults—
temper, impetuosity, impatience—and pleads that
they are not disabling. It seems that he was not

admitted, however.
On the whole, it was a happy and healthy time,
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and his early letters from Leipsic are full of fond
references to those summer days and requests that
Cornelia will, on his behalf, kiss the hand of
Charitas, or of Lisette Runkel, or Franziska
Crespel. But his sixteenth birthday was approach-
ing, and his father, restored to good humour, laid
before him the fine program of adolescence which
he had designed. He was to go to the University
of Leipsic, then to the legal centre at Wetzlar, then
to famous Ratisbon; then, after a leisurely tour in
Italy and a discreet visit to Paris, he was to return
and pluck the ripest honours of his native town.
Wolf shuddered. The dreary life of his father,
who had almost followed that program, and the
musty world in which, like pale fungous growths,
his father’s friends vegetated, repelled him. On
his own horizon was the shining city of art and
letters. To please his father he had, in the last
two years, studied a good deal of law and political
history, but the work of his heart was writing poetry
and dramas. He had given his father a five-
hundred page volume of his poems; and one lengthy
and very correct piece, “The Descent of Christ
into Hell,” has escaped the later cremation of his
early work. He begged to be sent to Gottingen.
The father insisted on Leipsic, and he felt that it
meant at least release from Frankfort. He com-
pares himself to one who looks out wistfully between
the bars of a cage, and says that, when he left his
native town at the end of September 1765, he cared

not the least whether he would ever see it again.
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So Wolf was even more light-hearted than boys
usually are when they leave the home and its ten
commandments for the first time. The seven days’
journey did not daunt him, and when the coach
stuck in the deep mud he helped so vigorously to
push it that he injured himself. There were friends
in the coach, bookseller Fleischer and his wife,
going to the Leipsic fair. They took him to the
Feuerkugel (the “Bomb Hotel”’), where he hired
a couple of pleasant rooms, near them, over the
lively courtyard. Leipsic was a little smaller (in
population) than Frankfort, but it contrasted as
Paris does with London.! At Leipsic were the
finest theatre and the first university in Germany;
its manners and culture were famous; its streets
were broad and regular, and strange figures of Poles
and Russians and Greeks gave them quite a cosmo-
politan aspect; its promenade, to judge by con-
temporary prints, rivalled that of Cheltenham for
shade and gentility. The great fair was just on,
moreover, and the youth had plenty of money and
of freedom.

One must read the correspondence he at once
opened with Cornelia to realise his enjoyment of
that first winter. In the second week he writes
to her:

“*What would the King of Holland say if he
saw me in this predicament?’ cried Herr von Bra-
marbas. I would almost say: ‘What would my
wise sister say if she saw me in this room?’ You

1 See Dr. J. Vogel, Goethe's Leipaiger Studentenjakre, 1910.
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would cry out astonished [this in English]: ‘How
orderly.” Just you look round. Here’s my bed;
there are my books; there a table decked out far
better than your toilet-table. And then—but that’s
another thing. I remember, you little girls cannot
see as far as we poets. Believe me, on the word
of a poet, everything is in order.”

He bubbles and sparkles, every few days, for the
first six months, breaking occasionally into English,
Latin and French. He finds that the professors
and other gentlemen keep table at midday for
students, and he dines at the house of Councillor
Ludwig—a fine man of fifty, with little black eyes
under bushy ridges, who ““talks an awful lot about
girls.” The meals are superb; what with pheasants,
partridges, larks and trout, he has “never eaten so
much in his hfe before.” But the talk is serious
and erudite. “We learned men,” he writes pre-
sently, “look on you girls as—as monads.” He
will, however, direct her studies and raise her above
the common girl-level. She is to read Cicero’s
Letters and Tasso, but he will not on any account
allow her to read the Decameron. Toward the end
of the winter he professes more mature sentiments.
“I am no more a thunderer as I was at Frankfort,”
he says, in passable English. He has made the
acquaintance of Shakespeare, in Dodd’s Beauties,
and professes a graceful melancholy, though the
letters do not show it. In point of fact, he is again
in love; but it is love that must not be revealed to
Cornelia or any one near his father.

These letters give the most vivid and truthful
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picture of his first year at the University, and may
be supplemented from his autobiography.® His
father had given him a prudent introduction to
Councillor Bohme, the grave professor of law. He
must have smiled when Bohme spoke to him of the
prospect of a distinguished legal career. His secret
rebellion was not to be disclosed until the Fleischers
had returned to Frankfort. Then he went again to
the stout little professor and shocked him with a
declaration that he had come for letters, not law.
Poetry and romance were to Professor Bohme
weeds—pretty and coloured, but weeds—in the
sober garden of culture. He saw that he made
no impression, however, and he gave a hint to his
wife. Frau Bohme, a delicate lady, who won great
influence over Goethe, persuaded him to submut,
and he worked conscientiously at law and philo-
sophy. He reserved the luxury of attending the
literary lectures of Professor Gellert, and brought
some of his compositions to the gentle lady. She
tactfully convinced him that they were puerilities;
that art has deep principles to be mastered before
you venture to translate every flutter of emotion
into flamboyant verse. And one day he went home

1 This work is entitled Poefry and Truth, and the biographer is
puzzled to separate the fringe of fiction from the fabric of fact.
But its substantial accuracy is more and more confirmed by
independent documents, and I use it freely. It is probable that,
apart from unconscious errors, only insignificant details have been
added to the historical episodes. The title might be translated,
“Truth poetically presented.” Lewes quarrels with its *tone,”
and speaks of “the dimmed powers of an aged mind,” but even
the emotions of Goethe were yet young in his sixtieth year, as we
shall see.
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and read again his accumulated work in the light
of the purer standard she vaguely proposed. He
put the mass of papers on the fire, and made so
desperate a blaze that the landlady came upon him
in alarm.

The serious conversation at Ludwig’s table had
confirmed the judgment of Frau Bshme. Hitherto
he had known only the generous incense of Cornelia
and Charitas, or the light praise of his mother’s
friends. Now he heard men talk of art and science,
and suddenly it seemed a long and obscure journey
to that enchanting world. It was, on the whole, a
sober table. There was one “veritable Falstaff”
at the board, and there was a rich young student
who talked of the coachmen he had made intoxicated
and tossed out of their own coaches, and the miller’s
asses which he had stolen and driven through the
festive town in shoes and stockings; but the Uni-
versity tradition at Leipsic was work with dignity.
Even the private families into which Goethe was
welcomed were somewhat staid, and very conscious
of their superior Leipsic taste. He had to file down
the strong old German speech which he affected,
and be “no more a thunderer.” Young ladies,
when they became familiar, smiled at his fine clothes.
His father had always had their clothes made at
home by the manservant. It was enough that they
were of the best cloth. Goethe resisted until one
night the popular comedian of the place came on
the stage dressed in a suit like his, and the roar of
laughter conquered him.

He had hardly fallen into the ways of Leipsic
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when the spirit of rebellion and restlessness re-
turned. He quarrelled with the lessons. In law
he was receiving elementary instruction which he
had already learned at home. As to logic, why
should he trouble to analyse mental operations
which he performed so easily? His earlier feeling
—the feeling that he would before many years
embody in the first lines of Fawust—again took pos-
session of him. This grim and dusty world of
books and formule was fit only for sapless old men.
There was life in the Auerbach tavern, the theatre,
the green fields, which were beginning to send the
breath of spring through the windows of the lecture-
room. His first act of rebellion was to desert the
professors for pancakes, which then began to come,
hot from the fire, just at the hour of lecture. It
was, in other words, the beginning of Lent, and it
was soon the early spring, the time when he had

met Gretchen—as he now met another maiden.
Disgusted with law, yet unable to find the path
to the shining heights which he vaguely aspired to
reach, he relaxed and enjoyed himself. At this
time, in the early spring, a young lawyer named
Schlosser came from Frankfort. He had become
private secretary to the Duke of Wiirtemberg, and
was asked to see if all was well with Wolf during the
few weeks he was to stay at Leipsic. He was twelve
years older than Goethe, but Goethe was drawn to
him by his solid culture and character. He dined
at the wine-shop of a man named Schénkopf, who
kept a table and admitted a few boarders. The
wife was a Frankfort woman; the elder daughter,
43



Goethe

Anna Katharina, helped to cook the dinner and
serve the wine. She was, Goethe curtly says,
“young, pretty, sprightly and affectionate.” Horn,
who came to live at the house, said that she had an
“agreeable,” though not remarkably beautiful, face,
a “fair understanding,” but not much education,
a great deal of virtue, and so on. The truth is
that one cannot discover the charm of Kitchen, as
she was familiarly called, or Annchen, as Goethe
calls her. The extant painting of her has a flat
expressionless face, which might very well please a
very virtuous and not very volatile youth. She was
three years older than Goethe. But within a month
or so Goethe had sought a place at the midday table
of the Schonkopf family, and was aflame.

Had any rumour of this tender relation to Kétchen
reached Frankfort, Councillor Goethe would have
exclaimed, “‘Another innkeeper’s daughter,” and
withdrawn Wolf at once. Hence it was masked,
even from his friend Horn, in a quite romantic
fashion for many months. As late as August Horn
wrote to a mutual friend at Frankfort that Goethe
had become unendurable. He had lost his heart
to one of the very conventional young ladies of
Leipsic, and the airs he put on to please her, the
languid carriage, the foppery, the mannerisms, dis-
gusted all his healthy friends. It was not until
three months later that Horn discovered that all
the languishing for the fashionable lady was a device
to distract attention from his courtship of Kitchen.
It was in the very house at which Horn lived, in
the very room where they drank their wine and
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played the piano and the flute at night, that the
love-making took place.

But I pass over the hours of tender conversation,
the duets and the private theatricals. The smooth
course of love is not interesting; it is when the
stream breaks on the rocks or rushes passionately
through the narrows that it becomes a tolerable
theme. Six months after the beginning of the
episode—there was no idyll in this amour—Goethe
writes to a friend exultantly that he is penning this
letter on dear Kitchen’s desk. A would-be rival
has taken her and her mother to the theatre; but
Kitchen has whispered to him to await her return,
and—the pen seems to quiver—has given him the
two apples which the rival had brought for her.
Six months later he mentions her existence to Cor-
nelia; she is “a good girl,” and he is “rather fond
of her.” Six months later (October 1767) he writes
to friend Behrisch that he cannot sleep at night;
the rival has grown much larger. Even the revels
of the Auerbach tavern can comfort him no longer. In
November heis‘‘ almost withouta maidanda friend ”’;
he loves Kitchen as much as ever, but is not sure that
she loves him. A few days later “love is accursed ”
and “the name of woman is frailty.* It is a com-
plete confirmation of Goethe’s narrative in Poelry
and Truth. Then the fury moderates, and there
is a long silence. He breaks it in March (1768), in
answer to an inquiry, to say: “ We love each other
as much as ever, but rarely see each other. . . . She
is an angel, and I am a fool.” She shall not, how-
ever, suffer the pain of seeing him in the arms of
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another before she is mated. In April: “We have
separated and are happy.” They had ceased to be
lovers and had become friends.

There is very little obscurity about Goethe’s rela-
tions with Katchen Schonkopf. The account he
gives in the autobiography of their separation is
correct. For twelve months or more they loved
each other, and spent dreamy hours together. There
were other young men in the house, and, as Kétchen
was not betrothed, they were attentive to the plea-
sant and sensible maiden. Goethe angrily pro-
tested, and made ‘terrible scenes.” She resented
his anger as foolish and despotic, and her love
gradually cooled.  Goethe then made equally
violent efforts to conciliate her, and was tortured
to find that they were fruitless. She had begun to
feel the sharp corners of the diamond of genius.
She was, too, of marriageable age, and may have
glanced ahead. The rival, Dr. Kanne, was a solid,
domestically-minded young man; Goethe had no
idea of marriage. We need not suppose, as some
do, that he feared his father’s opposition; and
Bielschowsky’s theory that he had a vague con-
sciousness of an ideal to be realised, which marriage
would hamper, is strained and premature. The
truth was that he always lived in a present sensation.
For him love was an enclosed bower, not an avenue
leading to an altar. He loved, and lost, as many
other young men have done, by bad temper; and
it was well for him and for her that he did lose.

It is true that they remained friends. He wrote

to her several times after leaving Leipsic. In one
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Schools of Love and Learning

letter he calls her “my love”; in another he wishes
they had a chance to live again the past three years.
But she was betrothed to Kanne before the end of
the year in which she parted from Goethe, and she
married him in the following year, 1770. Then the
sentimental letters seem to have ceased.

In the amorous autumn of 1767 Goethe had cut
their names on a lime-tree. The trees round Leipsic
seem to have been richly embroidered by the students
~ with such things. In the following spring he saw
the tree again. The fresh sap was flowing down
over the name of Kitchen, as if Nature herself wept
for his perfidy. The conceit moved him so deeply,
he says, that he found in it inspiration for his first
notable play, 7The Lovers’ Moods (Die Laune des
Verlieblen). He had sketched it at Frankfort, and
he now improved it, with his better knowledge of
technique, and put into it the blood of a personal
experience. It is a pastoral play, in which Goethe
and Kitchen (Eridon and Amine) enact their quar-
rels, with Horn and Konstanze Breitkopf (Lamon
and Egle) for foils. It has some fine lines, and is
well conceived. Goethe always liked it. Less
pleasant is a second play, Tke Fellow-Criminals
(Die Mitschuldigen), which he wrote at Leipsic.
Although it is called a comedy, it is a crudely
Mephistophelean satire on the vices and little trage-
dies that the innocent facade of a house may conceal.
It was re-written a year or two later, in the form in
which we have it. Goethe admitted that he wrote
under the influence of Moliére, and that the play is
morally and @sthetically unpleasant.
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During the later and more disturbing part of his
courtship Goethe had fallen into the ways of the
wilder students of Leipsic. The Auerbach tavern
scene in Faust is a page of his experience at the
time. He ruined his health with strong beer and
bad coffee, fought a duel—a German duel, flirted,
and joined in all sorts of pranks. Frau Bohme, in
whose delicate presence he had at first enjoyed
many an hour, was dead. Councillor Bchme found
that he was sketching bigwigs on the margin of his
book instead of taking notes. The literary oracle
of Leipsic, Gottsched, the decaying ruler of the old
poetic school, excited his disdain. One day
Schlosser and he had called on Gottsched. They
understood that the servant beckoned them, and
they entered to find the poet wigless. With one
hand he took his wig from the servant, and with the
other gave him a buffet that knocked him through
the doorway. He represented, in poetry, the blood-
less formal process of making verse against which
the younger men were rebelling.

A strange companion of Goethe in his boistérous
days was Behrisch, the man to whom he describes
his breach with Kitchen. He was the tutor of
Count Lindenau : a slender, large-nosed man, in his
later thirties, who captivated youths by playing
boyish pranks with the exaggerated gravity of a
man. He wore no colour but grey, but his toilet
was an elaborate scheme of shades, and he would
spend days in discovering how to introduce a new
shade. In some ways he restrained Goethe. When
Goethe wanted to publish his poems, he proposed,

48



Schools of Love and Learning

instead, to make a beautiful manuscript copy of
them. He spent so many days in choosing paper
and pens and ink, and deciding on the form and the
margin, that he kept Goethe from premature publica-
tion. But in other ways he encouraged his rebellious
mood. He prompted him to write satires on the
work of some of the teachers, and introduced him
to certain ladies—possibly of the theatre—who were
“better than they were generally believed to be.”
For this he lost his position, and left Leipsic; and
Goethe wrote a fiery ode on the injustice of the
town.

There were, however, quiet families who wel-
comed Goethe, and we must not magnify his royster-
ing. The bookseller Breitkopf, to whom he may
have been introduced by Fleischer, had two musical
sons and two daughters, and Goethe spent many an
evening in the “ Silver Bear,” as their house was
called. One of the daughters—sometimes Anna,
sometimes Konstanze—is claimed as a lover by the
more romantic biographers. The only pretext for
this # that he writes to Cornelia that he has ““almost
given up Konstanze Breitkopf ”; he adds, curiously,
that she “has read too much.” But Konstanze was
the chosen one of his friend Horn, and we must not
press this passage. Goethe seems to have been
more attached to the sons, who set his poems to
music.

The attic of the “Silver Bear” was let to an
engraver named Stock, whose art attracted Goethe.
There were two young girls, aged five and seven,
and one of them, in the days of Goethe’s fame,
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recalled many scenes in the attic. Her mother dis-
trusted the lively young student with flowing brown
hair and large gleaming eyes. After receiving a
lesson in etching or engraving, he would drag her
husband away to the students’ taverns; and they
were poor. He made a warm friend of their little
dog, seated it at the table in decent attire, and at
Christmas decked a tree for it with all kinds of
canine delicacies. His ways disarmed all censure.
One day, when Goethe was absorbed in the father’s
work, a hired teacher was giving the girls a lesson
in Scripture. He had chosen an indiscreet chapter
of the Old Testament. Goethe angrily seized the
book and read to them, with comments, the Sermon
on the Mount; and Frau Stock rewarded him by
combing his long tangled locks. He learned to
etch and engrave with some skill, as the few
surviving specimens show.

Friederike Oeser is another lady whose name is
found on the longer lists of those he loved. Her
father was the director of the Academy of Painting,
and was the one man in Leipsic who really assisted
Goethe in his search for a true standard of art.
Friederike was a young woman of strong sense,
good taste, and caustic wit. An idealised drawing
of her, by her father, shows a sweet and intelligent
face; it omits the disfiguring traces of smallpox, and
probably exaggerates the expression of tenderness.
Goethe does not give that impression of her. She
did not overlook his erratic ways; indeed, he brought
his troubles to her. His walks, especially during
his bad moods, often lay in the direction of Délnitz,
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where her father had a summer residence. He
seems rather to have regarded her as an elder sister.

The three years spent at Leipsic were thus a period
of wide and unsystematic education. Of life he
learned much; of university lore not so much. His
studies of philosophy and law were almost sus-
pended, and his excursions into natural science were
those of an amateur. His mind turned more and
more to art, but, although he composed hundreds
of poems and conceived ideas of many dramas, he
felt that he moved in a mist. The better taste of
Leipsic had made him vaguely sensible of the
defects of the superficial culture, imported from
France, which then prevailed in Germany. It was
the culture of a stage of exhaustion, subjection and
imitation. It lacked sincerity, strength and origin-
ality. In Dodd’s volume of selections from Shake-
speare he had learned the beauty and power of a
sincere and independent art. He was eager to
breathe in this new world, and could not find the
path to it. Then, in the midst of Oeser’s useful but
feeble counsels, he read the Laocoon of Lessing,
and hailed it as the first burst of light through the
clouds. It showed German culture as a wilderness,
in which no great artist could find sustenance. But
where could he find it?

Oeser spoke of the great pictures at Dresden, and,
without telling any one, Goethe went there. From
a student-neighbour he had obtained the address of
a Dresden shoemaker who would lodge him. His
father had taught him to regard inns as spiders’
webs. The shoemaker proved to be original. He
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welcomed Goethe with the remark that he was “a
strange follower of Christ,” as Christ liked the smell
of balsam, and Goethe would get very little of that
in his home. The lodging mattered little; he lived
in the picture galleries, allowing the great visions
of beauty to sink deep into him. The Italians, he
says, he hardly noticed ; he was caught by the strong
truth of the Dutch inns and landscapes. He had
erred in not admitting Oeser to his confidence. He
returned to Leipsic dazed and unbalanced, like one
who feels the ground heave after a stormy voyage.

Unfortunately, when he most needed strength and
tranquillity, he fell seriously ill. Coffee and strong
beer had weakened him, and he had made matters
worse by injudiciously adopting certain ideas of
“hardening,” by means of cold baths and hard beds,
which were then being discussed in Leipsic. His
neighbour came in one night, in answer to a sum-
mons, to find him bleeding seriously from the lungs.
For some days it seemed as if his search for beauty
in the mists of earth was destined to have an early
close. But the affectionate care of his friends, and
the attention of many from whom he had expected
little sympathy, restored his spirits, and he slowly
recovered.

For the rest of his stay in Leipsic, and for long
afterwards, he was in a serious mood, and much
occupied with religion. The tutor, named Langer,
who had replaced Behrisch, entered into some inti-
macy with him, though he was strictly forbidden to
do so. He urged Greek models, and gave Goethe
a set of the classic poets in exchange for some
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baskets of discarded German literature. But
Goethe was tired of Leipsic, and had no further use
for it. It would not be pleasant to meet his father
with so slender a list of accomplishments, from his
father’s point of view, but his health was still very
poor and he longed for a change. One evening in
September he stood by the door of the Schonkopf
wine-shop. The door was open and lights burned
within, but the recollection of Kitchen filled him
with pain, and he turned away. His mature opinion
was that he had acted “basely ” and “unjustly ” to
her. In this case the biographer may relieve him
of his own heavy censure. We may find ourselves
at times reflecting critically on Goethe’s early and
comfortable theory that one may fall in love at any
time without the faintest glance at what lies beyond,
but he was “base” neither in his attachment to nor
his quarrel with Kdtchen Schonkopf. And are there
not cases in which we may discern the action of a
kindly fate in lovers’ quarrels?

53



CHAPTER III

1

PREPARATIONS FOR ‘‘ FAUST”

During the week which Goethe spent in the
lumbering coach, looking out on autumnal scenes,
he was oppressed with a forecast of his father’s
sternness. Since the goal of his life was hidden,
he could not even say himself what progress he
had made toward it. From his father’s point of
view he was a culpable, if not criminal, failure.
Three precious years had been wasted; the fine
program of life, for which the father had paid
liberally, had been wantonly trodden under foot;
not a serious professor in Leipsic—from his father’s
point of view—could say a word for him. Coun-
cillor Goethe was fully aware of his son’s great
ability; the mistake he made was to think, as so
many parents do, that ability is a plastic and docile
thing which one may shape into any form of great-
ness. He esteemed poetry, as any sensible man
would, and had many volumes of it in his handsome
library. Poetry was one of the luxuries a man
might enjoy when a solid day’s work had been done.
But to make it the occupation of life, to fancy that
the discovery of a new poetic form was a towering
ideal for which career might be sacrificed, seemed
to him the folly of an intoxicated youth. Yet
Wolf was now conscious that he was touched by
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the wings of dreams which lifted him far above
the puny manhood of Frankfort.

The conflict was postponed, however. The
father’s lips were sealed when the broken youth,
paler than ever, with dark nervous eyes flashing
from his haggard face, returned in deep dejection
to the home. The mother caressed him as mothers
caress the prodigal. Cornelia alone was wholly
unaffected by her father’s severe view of Wolf’s
failure. She was herself suffering deeply and
silently under his rigorous and joyless training,
and was disposed to believe that her brother had
found a better world. She came closer to him
than ever during the long winter months in which
he was confined to the house, the fear of con-
sumption brooding over them all. They invented
a language of their own, and, no doubt, embittered
the father by speaking it when he or the mother
was present. The mother was not initiated.

One day in December Wolf was seriously ill,
and the gloom deepened. The simple-minded
mother took her Bible, and opened it with confiding
hazard. By a happy accident the passage on which
her eyes fell was the richly phrased promise of
Jeremiah, “ Thou shalt yet plant vines upon the
mountains of Samaria,” and she returned to wrestle
with death for her son. The physician, it was
whispered in Frankfort, had a secret powder of
great efficacy in such emergencies. A relative of
the mother’s, Friulein von Klettenberg, was in his
confidence, and he was induced to try his remedy.
Under cover of the darkness he brought and
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administered the powder, and Goethe recovered. It
happened at times that some useful element found
its way into the appalling compositions which
were still used in medicine. The secrecy of the
matter had, however, a very plain reason which
some of the biographers overlook. In Frankfort
a physician was forbidden to make up his own
prescriptions.

The mysterious powder had drawn Goethe’s
attention to the lingering art of alchemy, or the
dawning science of chemistry, and he determined
to study it. Even those who have never read
Faust will be familiar with the weird representation
on the stage of the aged Faust in the den of an
alchemist. ““All my works are fragments of the
great confession [properly, exposition] of my life,”
Goethe has said. The magic and mystery which
give so impressive a character to the first scene of
his great tragedy are reminiscences of this phase
of his career. He had known Friulein von Kletten-
berg before he went to Leipsic. She was a distant
cousin of his mother: a gentle, delicate lady who,
after painful experiences and in chronic illness,
had found consolation in the Moravian faith.
Goethe had received much of his early religious
feeling from her, and she now attempted to restore
his creed, after the storms of Leipsic. Her intel-
lectual influence was slight, but she again interested
him in religion, and he framed a creed which, in
its breadth and its Neoplatonist elements, brought
him much nearer to her mysticism than to the simple
Lutheranism of his mother. She is the “beautiful
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soul ” whose confessions are included in his novel
Wilkelm M eister.

From mystic theologians she had passed to
mystic scientists, and Goethe followed her with
greater interest into the occult world. During his
illness, while his father wrote the narrative of
his ancient travels below, or gave lessons to his
rebellious daughter, the mother and Fréulein von
Klettenberg discussed with Wolf, in the upper
chamber, the mysterious powder and the dim world
from which it came. We may assume that Frau
Goethe did not penetrate far. Wolf was fascinated,
and his room was presently loaded with strange
tomes, such as Welling’s Opus Magocabalisticum,
from which you learned the spells that bind spirits
and the processes that unlock the secrets of nature.
The frail spiritual lady, in the sober Moravian
dress, had a furnace in her house, and spent hours
among retorts and alembics. Goethe, too, had a
furnace built in his room. He seemed to be on
the way to find the “virgin earth” when he
extracted a crystalline liquid from crude stones,
but at length he tired of the vain calling of reluctant
spirits. He had, at least, added some practical
knowledge of chemistry to his attainments.

He drew and etched, and wrote poems and tales,
as the year advanced, but made no progress in the
deeper understanding of art. Once more he
gathered his productions and put all, except the
two plays he had written at Leipsic, in the fire.
He felt that his genius was not born yet, though
he was now convinced that it moved within him.
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He seems to have spent a year after his recovery
in fusing stones in his furnace and fusing creeds
to extract their pure quintessence.

Then his father spoke, asking what he intended
to do with his life. He spoke harshly, and did
not allow for the state of his son’s health. For
once Goethe speaks of him in the autobiography
as “cruel.” One can hardly be surprised that his
father was impatient; and Goethe confesses that
he annoyed his father by criticising the structure
of the house, affecting to know architecture. It
was agreed at length that he must go and win a
degree in law at Strassburg. He consented again
with secret reserve. He would take the degree,
but what he looked forward to was a fresh plunge
into life. Beyond Strassburg was France. Away
with philosophy—away with books about life: the
stream itself flows by your windows, inviting you
to dip. That, he says, was the mood in which he
set out for Strassburg toward the end of March
1770. One recognises the first note of Faust, of
which the design was conceived soon afterwards.

Reading the autobiography alone, we imagine
that he reached Strassburg in this mood, and was
at once refreshed. He stood in silent and unspeak-
able admiration before the cathedral, the first great
revelation to him of beauty in architecture; he went
up to the roof, and loved the green fields of Alsace
which stretched, in spring freshness, to the far
horizon; he found at once a congenial home and
table. But we do not go far before we discover
that this part of his autobiography is idealised. In
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it he will frame the most tender idyll of his life,
and the moment his thoughts have passed from
Frankfort to Strassburg, the light of the coming
love-story begins to irradiate the narrative. The
cathedral did, it is true, profoundly impress and
instruct him; but the letters he wrote at the time
show that he did not for some time lose his
depression and recover his full strength.

He found rooms in a house overlooking the
Fish Market. It was kept by two old maids named
Lauth, and the group of students who dined and
lived there were, generally, serious and genial
workers.! There was an eccentric Frenchman, a
retired captain, who had a remarkably bad memory,
and had turned it to account by inventing a theory
that morality necessarily depended on memory.
There was a handsome, witty medical student,
Meyer von Lindau, who tinged the grave discus-
sions at table with gaiety. There was a manly
young student of theology, Lerse, whose friendship
Goethe rewarded by putting him in his first great
play, Gotz of Berlichingen,; though the tall blue-
eyed youth was not pleased to find, in the first
version, his name given to a black-eyed groom.
The centre of the group was a pleasant, neat,
cultivated bachelor of forty-six, Johann Daniel
Salzmann, an official of the Probate Court. He was
a judicious man, of sober and precise habit, and
easily won the confidence and respect of Goethe.

Wherever Goethe went, from this time onward,
he attracted attention. The long pale oval face,

3 See E, Traumann, Goethe der Strassburger Student, 1971.
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framed in loosely flowing dark brown locks, the
high white forehead and thin Roman nose, and
especially the large, luminous deep-brown eyes,
were in themselves handsome and attractive, but
they were also transfigured by moods which the
portrait cannot reproduce : at one time grave with
the unconscious mastery of genius, at another
illumined by his boyish joy in life. One who joined
the group of boarders later, Heinrich Jung (gener-
ally called by his pen-name, Stilling), a thoughtful
and very religious student in his thirtieth year, has
left us an account of his first meeting with Goethe.
He and his friend Troost, another new-comer, sat
in silence at the board, looking at Goethe. Troost
whispered, “ That must be an extraordinary man,”
and, as he listened to the conversation, he added:
“The best thing we can do is to keep silent for a
fortnight.” Jung assented to both. Goethe was in
a lively mood, and he regarded him with reserve.
Presently some one made fun of Jung’s wig, and it
was Goethe who silenced the mocker. Jung became
a cordial friend.

In repressing the wit of his companion Goethe
probably remembered that he had at first suffered
similar remarks. He had come to Strassburg
dressed with the taste he had learned at Leipsic,
but the city on the frontier of France was more
exacting. His flowing hair was held to be eccentric,
and he was persuaded to put himself in the hands
of a hairdresser. The man so trimmed and
powdered him that for weeks a natural restraint
was put on his buoyancy. He walked about with
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gravity and stateliness, his hat under his arm, lest
the powder should shower upon him. He also
learned to play cards, which, on a prejudice
implanted by his father, he had refused to do at
Leipsic. Then Strassburg demanded that he
should waltz—his father had been content to teach
him the minuet—and, in learning the art, he ran
into a strange adventure.

The master he sought was a Frenchman, who
had the assistance of two pretty daughters, in their
later teens, with charming French manners. There
were few pupils, and the handsome young German
was welcome. They prolonged the lessons, sat
together afterwards, and Goethe read poetry to
them. He presently noticed that the elder girl,
Lucinda, showed symptoms of tenderness. He
was more tenderly disposed to the younger and
brighter Emilia, but as soon as he betrayed this
she began to avoid him. This threw him more
in the company of Lucinda. He continued, how-
ever, in the hope that the coyness of Emilia would
disappear.

One night, when he sat alone with the elder girl,
she told him that Emilia was consulting a fortune-
teller in the next room about her lover. Lucinda
was very explicit. Emilia, she said, was betrothed
to some young man out of the town, but her heart
was free. He laughingly proposed that they should
go into the next room and learn what fate had for
her. Lucinda held a very serious estimate of the
oracle, but she consented. Never had fortune-

teller an easier riddle to read, though it was not
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easy to tell. She concluded, apparently, that both
the girls loved Goethe, and that Emilia was
favoured. As she looked gravely at the cards,
Emilia exclaimed that there must be unpleasant
news for her sister. “Tell it out,” said Lucinda,
“it won’t kill me.” The old dame sighed and told
her that she loved and was not loved, for a second
woman came between. She promised money
instead, but Lucinda scorned it. A second and
third time the cards gave the same dire assurance
that she was not loved, and Lucinda burst into
tears and ran from the room. ‘““My position was
painful enough,” Goethe says; it was worse when
Emilia insisted that he should go and console her
sister. IHe persuaded her to accompany him, and
for some time they knocked and pleaded at
Lucinda’s locked door. She made no reply, and -
Goethe escaped.

A few days later, however, Emilia summoned
him. She asked him, in all friendliness, to dis-
continue his lessons and avoid the house. She had
consulted the cards again after his departure, and
had learned that she herself came between him and
all other women. It seems not unlikely that Goethe
was winning her from the absent lover. They
moved to the door, and she said that, since they
must say farewell, she might express her feeling.
“ She fell on my neck,” he says, “and kissed me
most tenderly. I embraced her and pressed her to
me.” A door opened into the room, and the unfor-
tunate Lucinda, who had been listening behind it,
“in a light but becoming night-robe,” sprang upon
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them. “You shall not be the only one to say
good-bye,” she cried to her sister, and Goethe
found himself pressed tightly against her breast,
her black hair resting against his cheek. She held
him thus in silence for some time, then released
him and stared into his eyes. He tried to take her
hand and soothe her, but she broke away and paced
the room rapidly. At last she flung herself on the
couch, and Emilia sat beside and tried to comfort
her. She turned upon the young girl with bitter
complaints. “It is not the first heart that you have
stolen from me, when you saw an inclination to
me,” she said. Emilia made a sign to Goethe to
go, but Lucinda saw it and sprang up. “I have
lost you, I know,” she said, “but thou shalt not
have him, sister.” She grasped him by the hair
. with both hands and pressed her passionate kisses
repeatedly on his mouth. “Now listen to my
curse,” she ended. ‘“Misery and misery for ever
and ever be upon the woman who first kisses these
lips after me.” Goethe fled.!

While he was adding to his lighter accomplish-
ments Goethe had not neglected his serious task.
He studied law assiduously, and for a time found
interest in it. The historical and antiquarian side
of law always had some appeal for him. Even in
the early months, however, he did not apply himself
to law as his father would have wished. The con-
versation of the medical and theological students

! Several German writers have held that the whole story is
fiction. This seems most improbable, and there is no serious
reason for thinking it.
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at table led him into other fields. He attended
lectures on medicine, anatomy, and chemistry, and
discussed the heresies of Voltaire, Rousseau,
Diderot and d’Holbach, which were then engaging
Paris. But he learned law enough to pass his
candidate’s examination six months after his arrival
at Strassburg. From that time he was not obliged
to attend lectures. It remained only to write a
dissertation on some special theme and secure his
degree.

Meantime his artistic development was proceed-
ing more rapidly. I have said that the incarnate
beauty of the cathedral, an immeasurably finer
building than any he had yet seen, recalled his
vague dreams and visions. He seemed again to
catch a glimpse of the city on the hills whose
remote and inaccessible splendour haunted him.
An incident that occurred shortly after his coming
to Strassburg led him to see a new aspect of it.
Marie Antoinette passed through the town on her
bridal journey to Paris. A special building was
raised for her reception, and Goethe went to see
the tapestries with which its walls were draped. He
broke into exclamations of disgust when he saw the
designs on the walls of the chief room. Not only
were they copies of indifferent paintings, but, by
some extraordinary piece of official obtuseness, they
were chosen to illustrate the most tragic married
life in the whole range of history or legend, that of
Jason and Medea. On the one hand the officials
had tempted Goethe to write a scornful poem
because they had ordered that no cripple or other
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stricken person should appear upon the route—
Goethe contrasted the route of Christ through
Palestine; on the other they invited the beautiful
young princess to contemplate the bloody vengeance
of an ill-used wife. In the smaller rooms of the
reception house, however, were tapestries copying
the cartoons of Raphael, and Goethe now fully
realised the beauty of the Roman school. When
the princess had gone, he successfully pleaded that
these tapestries should remain for a time, and he
spent many hours absorbing their delicacy of form
and colour.

Conversation with his serious friends would at
least encourage him to formulate his vague feel-
ings. Salzmann had instituted a little “ Fine Arts
Society,” and Goethe and his friends joined it.
Poetry would often be the subject of debate. The
ideas of the other young men would be lower than
the aspirations of Goethe, and he observes that he
was in some danger of again indulging his easy
power of verse-making to please the young Strass-
burg ladies of his acquaintance. In the summer,
however, there came to Strassburg the one man in
Germany who was competent to assist him in his
higher development, Herder.

At that time the great critic was tutor to the
Prince of Holstein-Eutin, and he had come to
Strassburg for the cure of a malady of the eyes.
He was only five years older than Goethe, but far
more advanced in grasp of the principles of art,
and was the chief writer of the new school to which,
in spirit, Goethe belonged. One day, when he
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went to the hotel, Goethe saw a man in long black
silk cloak; a round-faced man with upturned nose,
but vast breadth of forehead and piercing black
eyes under heavy black eyebrows. He recognised
Herder, and spoke to him. Herder recognised a
disciple, a youth of promise, and they saw much
of each other. They agreed that the French culture
was superficial, insincere, formal, and brilliant only
with the brilliance of veneer; that Germany had
for decades been unable to do more than copy it;
and that a new German art, a candid expression of
nature and life, strong and solid to the core, was
needed. It was what Goethe had felt; Herder put
1t in more definite and confident terms. He encour-
aged the study of Shakespeare, and pressed also
the study of the Old Testament, of Homer, of
Ossian (the brilliant imposture which had not yet
been: detected), and of Swift.

The clinging to Herder is honourable to Goethe’s
character. Herder had the nose of Socrates and
the mouth of Plato. He was bitter and satirical
one hour, unrestrainedly ridiculing the surviving
fragments of Goethe’s earlier poetic taste; at
another hour he would be amiable and cordial.
Goethe felt that he was regarded as a boy, but
recognised wisdom, and endured much. He was
present when the operation was performed on
Herder’s eyes, and was his constant companion in
the weeks of recovery.

Through Goethe the ideas of Herder suffused
the literary circle at Strassburg. There was already
some welcome of Rousseau’s gospel of nature, and
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the group was converted easily to Homer, Shake-
speare and Ossian. They professed a great scorn
of French culture, admired the Greeks and the
English, and looked forward to the growth of a
corresponding art in Germany. Imitation, a recent
writer says, weighed like an Alp on the culture of
Germany. It was to be shattered, and a deep and
warm contact with nature would inspire a new and
sincerely German poetry. So ‘they sought their
way back to nature. They turned their backs on
school-rooms and dancing-rooms, and sat for hours
on the roof of the cathedral, surveying the green
country and drinking bumpers to the setting sun.
They took horse and rode over Lower Alsace for
many days in the late summer, linking themselves
to the life and work of the people and enjoying the
rocks and valleys.

The new phase had at least the effect of restoring
Goethe to complete health. The long illness at
Leipsic and Frankfort had greatly weakened his
nerves. The livid sights of the anatomy school and
the louder noises of the street pained him, and he
was unable to look down from the height of the
cathedral without trembling. Mistaking a symptom
for a disease, he had taken the heroic course of
forcing himself to look on horrors, or listen to the
roll of drums, or stand on giddy heights, until he
was accustomed to them. He now found a deeper
remedy in his zeal for nature. All his buoyancy
was restored by the autumn of 1770. He had leisure,
now that the attendance of law-lectures was un-
necessary; he had plenty of money, and he saw at
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least part of the path to the world of ideal art. He
was at last taking the dip into life which he had
promised himself when he left Frankfort. Herder
described him, two years later, as ““like a sparrow.”
It was a recollection of his exuberance in the autumn
of 1770. It was Faust sallying into the streets;
and within a few weeks he met his Margaret, and
entered upon the great idyll which was to end in
tragedy.

Two fellow-boarders, Engelbach and Weyland,
‘had accompanied him in the ride through Alsace.
Weyland, a theological student, was a neighbour
and close friend of Goethe. He belonged to the
district, and spoke at times of a very pleasant
family, to which he was related, in a village about
eighteen miles from Strassburg. The father was
the pastor of the village, and of the four children
the elder two were very amiable and spirited young
women, with whom one could spend merry days in
the country. The younger of the two, Friederike,
was a beautiful girl of charming character, and the
family was very hospitable. Weyland proposed
in the early part of October that they should spend
a few days at the parsonage, and Goethe set out
with him on that path to Sesenheim which has since
become a pilgrims’ way for reverent admirers of
the great poet.
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CHAPTER 1V
FRIEDERIKE BRION

No other chapter in the life of Goethe has been
written by him with such exquisite and sympathetic
art, or been discussed so much by later writers, as
that which tells of his love of the simple country
maiden, Friederike Brion. Antagonistic schools of
German writers have arisen out of the discussion,
and the problem of Goethe’s abandonment of her
has inspired endless speculation. Nor is the sceptic
wanting. There are some who hint that there is
more “ poetry ” than *“ truth ” in the pretty narrative
which we have in the autobiography. They regard
it as an idyll of letters rather than of life, and
suggest that the great poet has made a charming and
moving romance out of some not uncommon episode
of student life.

We have seen that other incidents are regarded
with suspicion, or rejected outright, by some writers
because we know them only from the autobiography.
“Poetry and truth” is an unhappy title for a narra-
tive of fact; more unfortunately still, it is, to some
extent, a correct title. Events which lay dim and
remote in the memory of Goethe, when he wrote the
autobiography,received colour and richness of detail
from his artistic feeling. But this does not justify

a scepticism which would erase whole adventures,
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such as the episodes of Gretchen and Lucinda, from
the chronicle of his life. In the introduction to
Poetry and Truth Goethe plainly promises an his-
torical account of his career, and explains that he
has been at great pains to obtain documents which
would supplement his memory. He merely warns
us that “the treatment [Handlung] is half-poetical,
half-historical.” He has, in other words, given
body at times to some ghost of a reminiscence, or
considered the susceptibilities of living persons.
We have a mass of testimony to the simple accuracy
of the earliest part of his narrative.

In regard to the Friederike narrative, in par-
ticular, he expressly assured Eckermann that
“everything described in it really took place, but
nothing occurred precisely as it is described.” This
is unsatisfactory, but it at least limits scepticism
to unimportant details. We shall see that a few
imaginative touches have been given to the account
to make it fuller and more pleasant to read, and
a few known details have been omitted. But the
surviving letters and poems which Goethe wrote at
the time, and the statements gathered later from
members of the Brion family and old inhabitants
of the district, confirm the narrative. We will rely
more confidently on these documents, but, with the
light reserve that a pleasant trait here and there, of
no historical importance, may be imaginative, we
will tell the story as Goethe wrote it. Years
afterwards his secretary told of the agitation and
tenderness with which he dictated those beautiful
pages.
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On October 15th, 1770, Goethe wrote to a friend,
Katharina Fabricius, that he had just returned from
the country, where he had spent a few days with
some “very nice people,” who had *charming
daughters.” It would therefore be about October
1oth when he set out with Weyland for Sesenheim,
or Sessenheim, as it was really called. They rode
in high spirits, for Goethe was, he says, playing a
trick upon the country folk. Little dreaming that
he might care to make an impression in an obscure
rural parsonage, he had put on old clothes, dis-
carded his powdered queue, and borrowed the char-
acter of a poor theological student. They left their
horses at the inn, and walked to the house. It was
a small weather-worn building, with old thatched
roof and decaying windows, standing back from the
road in a poor garden, overtopped by the surround-
ing trees. Pastor Brion, a quiet, kindly little man,
in his forty-third year, welcomed them, and sum-
moned the family. His wife, some seven years
younger than he, was a tall thin woman of refined
and intelligent features. Presently Maria Salomea,
the eldest daughter, a young woman in her twenty-
first year, burst into the room for a moment, and
then went out into the fields for her sister. After
a time Friederike came; “a star appeared in the
rustic firmament.”

It is probable enough that Friederike at once
fascinated Goethe’s imagination. The testimony of
old inhabitants in later years fully confirmed, and
added a little to, Goethe’s description of her, except
that she is now known to have been a ripe young
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woman of nineteen, instead of a less mature girl of
sixteen. She was “a creature of milk and blood,”
a woman of the village said long afterwards, when
pilgrims began to make inquiries at Sesenheim.
Her skin was soft and white, and she was so slim
and graceful of build, and so buoyant of step, that
at times she seemed not to-touch the ground as she
ran from place to place. She had a long sweet
face, with merry blue eyes and richly coloured
cheeks and lovely teeth, and a mass of fine light hair
which seemed too large for her little head to carry.
The fact that her parents feared consumption con-
firms this impression of delicate beauty. And if
we imagine this lithe and graceful figure dressed
in the old national costume—close-fitting white
bodice, black apron, and a skirt that exposed a pair
of “the neatest of ankles”—we have some idea of
the vision that captivated the young poet. The
dark dilapidated house and the quiet simple family
only framed it the more effectively. "

Goethe sat uneasily in his miserable disguise, and
listened to the exchange of information about an
apparently infinite number of aunts and uncles and
cousins. It was Friederike who noticed his isola-
tion, and talked with him. Then, at her father’s com-
mand, she played a little and sang a little, but she
broke off discontentedly, and asked them to come
out into the fields and hear her sing Alsatian and

1 See P. D. Lucius (a later pastor at Sesenheim), Friederike
Brion (1877). The ages are confidently gathered from the confir-
mation-records at the parsonage. See also Diintzer’s Friederike

von Sesenheim (1893), Muller’s Sesenkeim wie es ist (1894), and
Bielschowsky’s Friederike und Lili (1906).
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Swiss songs, instead of the vapid melodies set to
the harpsichord. She was full of life and joy in
life, an embodiment of Goethe’s ideal; yet, while
her elder sister shrieked and rolled on the ground
at some excessive joke, Riekchen, as they called her,
never lost her poise.

At supper Goethe was moody and uncomfortable.
He tells us that he was struck to find himself sud-
denly living in the very family of the Vicar of
W akefield, which Herder had recently lent him.
When a young son (Christian) entered the room,
he almost cried out: “Thou also, Moses.” He
omits to tell us that there was a third daughter,
Sophia, a girl of thirteen or fourteen; and indeed
it seems that Herder did not show him Goldsmith’s
work until a month afterwards. However, as the
good wine passed generously round, he entered into
the lively conversation, and nearly forgot that he
was a shabby student of theology. Weyland
noticed it, and proposed a walk in the moonlit fields.
He took Salomea, and left Goethe to walk arm-in-
arm with Friederike and listen, almost in silence,
to her pleasant description of the little world about
them. She trusted that the student would not be
an exception to the rule; everybody who had ever
visited them had come again. And when at last
the two youths retired to the guest-chamber, it was
to sit and discuss the adventure far into the night.
Had they penetrated his disguise? So little, Wey-
land said, that they had actually inquired about that
rollicking young poet at Strassburg of whom he had
written to them. Was Friederike heart-free? But
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he did not care whether she was or not; he would
win her if she was a bride.

In the morning light he bitterly contemplated
his image in the glass. The old grey coat, with
short sleeves, no longer amused him. He was for
a moment tempted to steal the fine clothes which lay
by Weyland’s bed. When his companion awoke,
and laughed at him, he stole from the house, saddled
his horse, and galloped toward Strassburg for his
own costume. At the larger village of Drusenheim,
however, he noticed a youth at the inn who was
about his own size, and it occurred to him to give
a more pleasant turn to the adventure. He
borrowed the clothes of this youth, who was known
to the Brions, and returned to the vicarage. How
he drew his hat over his eyes and deceived one after
another until it came to the turn of Friederike, and
how successfully he burst on them all in his real
character, is described at great length in his narra-
tive. But here we do not know how to draw the
line between fact and the pleasant embroidery of
fiction.! The morning passed merrily in playing
this little comedy; in the afternoon the four young
people sat in the wood, and Goethe, who had already
great skill in story-telling, told them the story of

1 As the pretext for coming to the house in the character of
George he says that a child had been born at Drusenheim, and
the youth was, in accordance with custom, to take a cake to the
pastor. But Pastor Lucius declares that Drusenheim was a purely
Catholic village, and that records make it doubly sure that no
Protestant child was born there at the time. This, however,
is the only positive fiction found in the story by the higher
critics. :
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The New Melusine, which he afterwards wrote and
included in Wilheln M eister.*

He left them silent under the spell of his wonder-
ful art, and, with Weyland, returned to Strassburg.
We can imagine the feelings of the rustic maiden,
from whom his admiration had not been concealed.
Of his own feeling we have a record. He wrote
to Friederike on the day after his return. “ Dear,
dear friend,” the letter (as it was sent, probably)
opens; and it closes : “ Certainly, mam’selle, Strass-
burg never before seemed to me so empty. I trust
it will be better when the recollection of our merry
frolics is less keen, and I no longer feel so strongly
how good and pleasant my friend is. But can I,
or would I wish to, forget it? No, I would rather
endure the pain, and write often to you.” Itis a
pretty letter, far warmer than compliment required,
somewhat cooler than passion would dictate. He
was in love, but not yet at the white heat implied
in the autobiography.

He returned to Herder and work and the dis-
tracting problem of art. In spite of hard work in
law and medicine he was uneasy. Herder had
“torn aside the veil that had hidden from me the
poverty of German literature” and “shaken the
stars from my firmament.” He had, it is true,
pointed to other stars, but there must be no imita-
tion; in fact only one of them, Hamann, whom he

! Critics object that such a story could not possibly have been
told to a clergyman’s daughters. But no one supposes that the
story was told as it was written years afterwards. One may add
that Goethe’s descriptions of the feasts at the vicarage do not
suggest an ascetic temper.
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did not understand, was German. He must find a
like inspiration, and in his own soil. Two large
ideas already shaped themselves in his mind. One
was the design to make a play, as he afterwards did,
of the old German story of Gétz of Berlichingen.
The other was the idea of Faust.

“The instructive story of Faust in the toy-theatres
rang and hummed in my mind in many tones. I
too had wandered in all fields of knowledge, and
was soon convinced of the vanity of them all. I had
also tried life in all its forms, and had always
returned more discontented and tortured than ever.
Like many others, I bore these things about with me,
and I brooded over them in hours of solitude, though
I wrote nothing.”

This passage of the autobiography refers to the
period just before he visited Sesenheim. It is true
that he did not write the first scenes of Faust until
three years later, but it is clear that the 1dea haunted
him. We know that the old story was at that time
enacted on the streets in the wandering puppet-
shows, or doll-theatres, as “ Punch and Judy” is
still played in England. In 1770, Goethe’s twenty-
first year, the idea of applying the tragedy to his
own experience would easily occur. He had ex-
plored every field of knowledge of which he heard
companions speak with enthusiasm—Ilaw, theology,
mysticism, philosophy, history, chemistry, and medi-
cine—and had found satisfaction in none; while art
remained the remote and dimly shining vision of
his dreams. He had, too, tried life in all the forms
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in which students prize it, and had been sated.
That was his mood in the spring and summer of
1770. Then came the zeal for nature and wine:
then Margaret—for Friederike is Margaret—
entered the scene.

We do not know precisely when he next met
Friederike. The visits to Sesenheim in his narra-
tive are not dated, and biographers generally regard
them as confused in arrangement. He says that the
second visit was when “some holiday ” interrupted
the medical course he was following; that he in-
stantly took horse and galloped to Sesenheim. But
the circumstances clearly show that this refers to
Easter, and we know that he had previously gone
in the course of the winter. The poem, “I come
again, ye golden children,” laughs at the effort of
winter to confine him in his warm room, and keep
him from them. As it speaks of fireside games and
garlands, it probably means that he spent Christmas
at Sesenheim. The next visit seems to have been
at Easter. He worked hard at the medical course
during the winter, and when the last day of the term
came, the professor, with an eye on Goethe, urged
his students to go out, on horse or foot, and enjoy
“the glorious country.” Goethe ordered a horse at
once. Weyland was not to be found, but he would
not postpone his start. He galloped wildly over the
roads, and finished his ride by moonlight, in face
of a storm. The innkeeper told him that a guest
was expected at the parsonage, and he was dis-
appointed. He had hoped that he would be the
only guest. But when he found the two sisters
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sitting before the door, and heard Riekchen whisper,
“Didn’t I tell you? Here he is,” he perceived that
he was the expected guest. This was clearly at
Easter-eve. They knew of the holiday, and felt
that he would use it to come to them; and the pro-
fessor’s reference to “ the glorious country ” and the
fact that the sisters sat without the house in the
moonlight point to the early spring.

I doubt if Goethe was seriously in love until that
visit, when the fresh spring country and the brighter
charm of Friederike stirred his blood. He walked
with her on Easter-morning, and helped to plan the
entertainments of the day. Friends came to the
house from the whole countryside, and they dined
in the open air and played their rustic games : games
which Goethe dreaded because the customary forfeit
was a kiss, and between him and the ripe lips of
Friederike hung the dark curse of Lucinda. She
looked so sweet and dainty in the early sun, and led
the company with such ease and good sense, that
he passed far beyond admiration. After his return
to Strassburg he began a regular correspondence
with her, and sent her some ardent poems, and in a
few weeks he was back at Sesenheim for a long
visit. Since we know from one of his letters that
he was there at Whitsuntide, we may assign this long
stay to that date—the latter part of May and
beginning of June.

The further course of the village idyll is not so
clear. In the autobiography the prolonged stay, or
the repeated visits, in May and June are the golden
period of his passion. Friederike and he, enjoying
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the full trust of her parents, wander over the sunny
country or sail the Rhine day after day. The
Whitsuntide holiday had brought relatives from all
parts of the district to the vicarage; Friederike and
he make excursions to their homes in the weeks that
follow. Clearly, he was regarded as her lover, and
we appreciate the pride with which she introduced
the brilliant and handsome student to aunts and
cousins in those simple homesteads of the Rhine
valley. She kissed him quietly in their presence,
breaking the curse of Lucinda, he thought. Then
“a trial fell on our love ”’; though, on reflection, he
will not allow that it was a trial. Frau Brion and
her daughters came to stay with relatives in town
for a week or two. Their German costume seemed
less picturesque in a Strassburg drawing-room; the
rustic contrast to the city toilets of their cousins
rather jarred than pleased. Salomea, moreover,
behaved very foolishly, as an essentially rustic
maiden might. Their departure was a relief to
everybody. But Goethe still visited them, and the
tearful farewell, with which he closes the narrative
a month or two later, is abrupt and puzzling.

It has been thought that this narrative is merely
arranged to excuse, in some measure, his abandon-
ment of Friederike; that the visit to the town, in par-
ticular, is either invented or misplaced. It seems to
me that the only defect of the narrative is the reluct-
ance to admit that there were currents undermining
Goethe’s love for Friederike as soon as it arose fully
in his consciousness. Much ingenious speculation
has been expended on his abandonment of the beau-
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tiful girl. For one writer a consciousness of his
genius and of the stern duty to develop it forced
him to cut the passion out of his heart; for another
he was guided by material considerations, or the
fear that his father would not consent. These
theories, which would make him sacrifice a deep and
tender love to other considerations, do him little
honour. Few writers seem to have considered as
seriously as it deserves Goethe’s own explanation.
He says:

“To these distractions and consolations I sur-
rendered myself, even to intoxication, the more
willingly because my passionate relation to
Friederike now began to cause me anxiety. A
youthful sentiment of this kind, inspired by chance
circumstances, may be compared to a rocket that
1s sent up in the night. It ascends in a smooth
line of light, mingles with the stars, nay, even seems
for a moment to linger below them; but then 1t
descends, following the same path in a reversed
direction, and ends its course in destruction.”

This is the simple truth in regard to Goethe’s love.
He has puzzled only by his very natural reluctance
to trace the downward course of his passion, or to
tell the moment at which the rocket turned. We
can, however, follow the story with some confidence.

We have five letters which Goethe wrote from
Sesenheim to his friend Salzmann, and they throw
an important light on this situation. They are with-
out date, but one is written in Whitsun-week, and
may be taken as the first. He acknowledges that
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he is not happy. The “little one ” is ill, consump-
tion is feared, there are long faces in the house. He
himself is unwell, and, what is worse, he has a
“mens conscia, but, alas, not conscia recti”” What
the scruple is that makes him uneasy he does not
say. In the next paragraph, in fact, he describes
how, on Whit-Monday, he danced with Salomea
from two until twelve o’clock at a festival they had
arranged in the village. “ You should have seen us
—I was absorbed in it. Yet if I could say, I am
happy, it would be better than all that.” His head
is “like a weathercock.”

The second and third letters indicate the same
mood. “The world is so beautiful, so beautiful.
Happy the man who can enjoy it.”” He quotes the
sceptical lines which Hadrian wrote on his death-
bed about his “vague little soul ” and its uncertain
journey.’ In another letter, usually accepted as the
fourth, he writes :

“The sweetest spot, people who love me, and a
circle of friends! Are not the dreams of thy child-
hood fulfilled? I often ask myself, as my eye
reaches the horizon of this felicity : Are these not
the enchanted gardens which thou soughtest? They
are, they are. 1 feel it, dear friend, and feel that
man is not a whit happier for having attained what
he desired. The makeweight, the makeweight,

')’

which fate always adds to our happiness!

1A small coincidence may be noted here. In writing on the
Empresses of Rome I at this point (Hadrian’s death) quoted
some lines of Fzust as expressing the Roman temper. I was
then unaware that Goethe had actually quoted Hadrian to:
indicate his mood.
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In the fifth, and most probably last, letter he
says :

“My eyes won’t keep open, though it is only nine
o’clock. What a fine thing order i1s. Up late last
night, whipped out of bed early this morning. Itis
much the same in my head as in my room. . . . It
is not quite gay in my soul. I am too wideawake
not to see that I am attempting to grasp shadows.
However—my horse is saddled to-morrow morning,
and then good-bye.”

Comparing these contemporary confessions with
the autobiography, we seem to understand. The
Whit-Sunday festival, to which he was invited, evi-
dently tired him. Friederike was surrounded by
her real world : a world of rough noisy country folk,
who severely strained his artistic sympathy with
“the people.” They boorishly made pencil-marks
on the fine plan of a new house which he had made
for Pastor Brion. Wine flowed freely from break-
fast onward; the games and dances were boisterous.
Goethe had an appalling nightmare the following
night. The picnics and excursions with Friederike
in the following weeks restored his enjoyment, but
the spectre could not be banished. Friederike
framed in the dilapidated vicarage was charming
enough, especially to a youth who did not connect
love with marriage: Friederike surrounded by a
regiment of uneducated country cousins, all regard-
ing him as a future member of the family, was a
different matter. She remained for ever in his heart
the same sweet and beautiful girl, but the frame
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changed, and the picture receded from him. “I
come—or I don’t come—the event will show,” he
was replying to Salzmann’s summons to return. He
loved her, and found it best to be with her; but there
was a poison at work in his love. The rocket was
descending. In her world no one would understand
his life-long idea that love was a gift of the gods,
like a flower or a peach, to be plucked for its fair-
ness, without calculation of the morrow. He desired
not the body, so that even when he felt love for one
who was betrothed to his friend, like Lotte, or one
who was married, like Frau von Stein, he never
hesitated to enjoy it. In the Rhine valley, among
these simple folk, a kiss at once suggested betrothal
and marriage, or betrayal and desertion. The
rocket turned.

He lived between Sesenheim and Strassburg for
weeks. He had a racking cough, and the country
suited him, he told Salzmann. Then there came a
fortnight in which he would be confined to Strass-
burg, so the Brions accepted a long-pressed invita-
tion to town." Their relatives were in good circum-
stances, and the two Brions, in white bodices and
short skirts, looked very rustic amongst them.
Salomea felt it, and annoyed Goethe by her very
unconventional ways. The whole experience en-
forced this growing uneasiness. Friederike was

1 German writers strangely insist that Goethe has transferred
this visit from the winter to the summer. The reasons they give
do not justify the alteration. To say that country people rather
visit the town in winter than in summer is untrue, and the circum-
stance that the scene is always indoors is quite in accord with
Goethe’s expressed aim—to contrast Friederike in country and in
town.
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serene and sensible as ever, but her world oppressed
him. He still wrote often to her, and made occa-
sional visits to Sesenheim. She had no presenti-
ment that the end was near. Salomea alone knew
it, and spoke to Goethe of his approaching departure
from Strassburg.

He had now a task in Strassburg which would
excuse the infrequency of his visits. To secure his
degree in law he had to write a dissertation.
Quixotically he chose a theme of an eccentric and
unacceptable charactet. He would prove that a
system of worship should be formulated by the
authorities and enforced upon all. Even Protest-
ants in Germany were divided, and there were, in
the west, great numbers of Catholics and many Jews.
The dean read his dissertation with uneasiness, and
intimated, politely, that it was inexpedient to print
it. They would allow him to adopt the alternative
way of securing ‘a degree: to defend a number of
chosen theses in public. Friend Lerse appeared as
his opponent, and mischievously pressed him on
some of the paradoxical or ironical statements he
had undertaken to defend. That “the law is the
best of all studies” was too heavy a witticism to
deceive even the professors. However, the ffty-
six theses were championed, and the day ended with
a merry banquet. On August 6th, 1771, he became
a licentiate in law, and, as that was equivalent to the
doctorate at Strassburg, he was henceforth fully
entitled to be called Dr. Goethe.

His work at Strassburg was now over. There
were professors who appreciated his genius, and,
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through Salzmann, held out to him the prospect of
an official position and a chair of letters or philo-
sophy or history. He had, too, become greatly
attached to the friends who shared his enthusiasm
for Shakespeare, or drank beakers with him to the
setting sun, or discoursed on questions of religion
or poetry. The poet Lenz, a dapper little man with
blue eyes and blonde hair, who was later to make
love to Friederike and enmity to Goethe, had
recently joined the circle. But his father expected
him, and there was no excuse to linger. Six months
earlier he might have invented one.

He had the courage to go to Sesenheim to say
farewell, but, when he saw the delicate girl, he was
unable to tell her the whole truth. He acknow-
ledged years afterwards that he was conscious that
the separation might, in the circumstances, cost
Friederike her life. His fine philosophy of love
began to show another facet. He spent at Sesen-
heim a few *painful days, the details of which I
cannot remember.” She knew now that it was the
end. The tears dimmed her blue eyes when, on
horseback, he stretched his hand to her for the last
good-bye. Then he rode in anguish toward Strass-
burg, and soon left that city behind him.

As he rode away, he says, he had a vision of
himself, in grey gold-laced costume riding toward
Sesenheim. He had never worn such a coat, and
he recalled the vision with wonder when, in 1779,
he found himself once more on the way to Sesen-
heim, in grey gold-laced coat. Friederike had sur-
vived the grave illness which followed his departure,
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and received him with quiet dignity. After that he
never saw her again, but her image haunted his
memory and inspired his wotk. He was tormented
with remorse. He had written, on returning to
Strassburg, to convey the unutterable farewell, and
her simple reply had torn him. He felt remorse for
the pain he had caused, not for any misconduct.
Bielschowsky, holding a very different estimate of
Goethe’s self-command than that of Lewes, takes
refuge in the maxim that “the great genius, less
master of himself than other men are, must, like the
mighty forces of nature, follow his own inherent
laws.” There is no need to grant this licence to
genius. Kitchen he had loved and lost, as other
men do: Friederike he loved and ceased to love,
as other men do.

Biographers, lingering and struggling over the
village idyll, have attempted to trace the later life
of Friederike Brion. We know that in the year
after Goethe’s departure the young poet Lenz visited
Sesenheim, and made passionate love to Friederike.
We do not know how it came about that the Brions
tolerated the dallying of another brilliant student
from the University, and we have only the unreliable
boast of Lenz that his love was received. Then
there is a disputed—fiercely disputed—page in the
life of Friederike. Early and reverent pilgrims to
Sesenheim were pained to find a deep-rooted tradi-
tion in the district that she had fallen, and that it
came of a common intrigue with the Catholic priest
of Sesenheim. As several members of the Brion
family confirmed this fall, and Goethe heard it in
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silence, there is grave evidence; though the inculpa-
tion of the priest is feeble. The birth is placed in
1787. Salomea had married, and left the home, in
1782 : the mother died in 1786 : the father followed
in 1787. The home was dissolved, and Friederike
went to live with her brother.

We find her again, strangely, living with relatives
at Versailles and Paris in the early days of the
Revolution; from there she passed to Baden, about
1793, to live in the house of the clergyman who had
married Salomea. There, later inquirers found,
“Tante Friederike,” a gentle, ageing, kindly woman,
ended her days in parochial honour. Goethe had
become a world-poet, and the first minister of a
prince. She spoke little of him, always with respect,
and in her sixtieth or sixty-first year (1813) she joined
her father.
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CHAPTER V
CHARLOTTE BUFF

THE second home-coming of Wolf, about the
middle of August 1771, had an element of triumph.
Councillor Goethe welcomed the degree, and,
after grave examination, decided that the rejected
dissertation was solid and brilliant. He could not
understand the reluctance of the authorities to print
it. Wolf had at last entered the path which led to
the austere dignities of law and State. The father
might now venture to admire the lighter occupations
of his leisure hours. He made a volume of Wolf’s
notes, poems and drawings. Frau Goethe reflected
the satisfaction of her husband, and protected it.
Wolf had loitered at Mannheim to admire the
sculpture, and had then, in artistic mood, picked up
a wandering harper by the way, and promised him
a lodging in his father’s house. The mother
hurriedly compromised, and found the youth a
decent lodging in the town.

The autumn passed in “mourning a lost love.”
Friederike’s letter had shown Goethe that he had
“wounded the fairest of hearts to its very depths.”
He took long solitary walks through the fading
country and over the melancholy hills, muttering
his poems, brooding over the large vague shapes of
tragedies which arose in his mind. Young men who
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had some inner burden to bear were attracted to
him, and the gay were repelled. He would some-
times, to assert his solitude, dine at an inn within a
stone’s throw of his comfortable home. His friends,
smiling, called him “ The Wanderer,” and he com-
posed a “Wanderer’s Storm-Song,” and sang it in
the face of the gale. For months, apparently, he
maintained this wild healthy life. Maidens sighed
for him—he learned years afterwards—but he closed
his eyes to women. At length hard walks and hard
work wore away his morbid dreams. Cornelia per-
suaded him to be “a wolf”’ no longer to her circle
of adolescent maidens, who admired him so much.
The cheerfulness of Horn and the good sense of
the Schlosser brothers tempted him back to civilisa-
tion. He exchanged lusty rides for brooding walks,
fenced and learned skating. Klopstock had, by his
enthusiastic poem, revealed to youthful Germany
the glories of the ice. When the cold came, Goethe
sprang out of bed with the lines on his lips. He
skated all day and far into the night, ringing out,
with his companions, the verses of Klopstock.

He was the happier because he began at length
to master the artistic impulses that stirred in him.
He read the Greek tragedians and Shakespeare
and the Bible assiduously, and his dreams began
to take definite shape. Cesar, Mohammed, Dr.
Faustus, and Godfrey of Berlichingen were tower-
ing figures of tragedy that stood out in the welter
of his mind. With sound judgment he turned from
the grander figures, and concentrated on the old
German story of Godfrey. He read antiquities,
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steeped himself in the life of the sixteenth century,
and began to compose in his mind. The subject
suited his new ideal. It offered analogies to Shake-
speare’s historical subjects, and it had all the
strength and sincerity of growing out of German
soil in a less finicking age. He recited lines to
Cornelia, and she urged him to write. Impetuously
as ever, he seized the pen and wrote the first scenes
in a day. She admired, but said that he was
incapable of persevering. He set his teeth, and
within six weeks produced his first great play, 7The
Story of Godfrey of Berlichingen, of the Iron
Hand, dramatised. We will notice it when it is
re-written and published, as Gtz of Berlichingen,
in 1773.

In another important direction he found means
to articulate his growing ideas. He discussed them
with Horn and. the Schlossers, and they brought
friends into the new school. It became an im-
portant centre of the movement which was to be
known in history as the “ Storm and Stress” (Sturm
und Drang) movement. It was in German culture
what the French Revolution was in the political
world. The old, pretty, complacent, soulless world
had been disturbed by the lawless lines of Klop-
stock, the dark rumbling verses of Hamann, the
criticisms of Lessing, Winckelmann and Herder.
The young men were fired, and, in storm and stress,
carried the revolution. The Frankfort group con-
ducted a journal, the Frankfurier Gelehrien
Anzeigen, as an organ of this virile movement, and
Goethe was one of the chief contributors. They
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rent into tatters the productions of the old school
as they appeared, and formulated, in fragments,
the new gospel.

At neighbouring Darmstadt was another literary
set, and it furnished a most important ally. Herder
had spoken to Goethe of a Darmstadt man, named
Merck, and, as his walks often lay in the direction
of that town, he made his acquaintance. Johann
Heinrich Merck will long be remembered, not only
as one who had a great and useful influence on
Goethe, but as the chief model of his Mephisto-
pheles. He was War Councillor at Darmstadt: a
tall thin man, with sharp prominent nose and
restless blue-grey eyes. He was eight years older
than Goethe, and, having a solid character, level
judgment, and fine culture, was well fitted to restrain
and help him. He was both witty and penetrating,
and therefore sarcastic. He saw folly everywhere,
and said so. But he perceived the exceptional
ability and promise of Goethe more clearly than
Herder had done, and he did not make the mistake
of ridiculing Goethe’s weaknesses. He was much
dreaded for” what Goethe calls his “Swift-like
venom “—Goethe found great delight in Swift—
and this gives piquancy to his association with a
very choice group of ladies at Darmstadt to whom
he introduced Goethe.

It was the age of Rousseau. But Rousseau’s
curious gospel of nature was open to two very
different interpretations. It sent young men riding
wildly over the country, or emptying bottles of
wine on the roofs of cathedrals, in robust com-
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munion with nature. It equally justified young
ladies, and others whose sex seemed a little con-
fused, in a cultivation of soft sentiment which was
the antithesis of robustness. Such a group had
gathered at Darmstadt round the =sthetic and
spiritual  feminist, Leuchsenring. They wrote
exquisite letters to each other, and painted pretty
sentiments on silk ribands, and preserved these
gifts of their friends in artistic caskets. Leuchsen-
ring had a famous collection, which was included in
his luggage when he travelled.

Merck had been drawn into this circle by his
wife, and we may assume that he did not remain to
pray. The ladies were, however, very fond of him,
kissing and embracing him most tenderly when they
met. He introduced Goethe, who became almost a
priest of the cult. His singularly large nature
responded to both interpretations of the gospel of
nature. In Gotz we have the incarnation of the
one, in Werther the most superb expression of the
other; and they are equally sincere. He skated
like a young giant one day, and painted ribands
the next. As the spring returned, he fell into his
usual vernal mood, and spent many days at
Darmstadt, enjoying the spiritual embraces of the
pretty maids of honour (of the Hesse-Darmstadt
Court), offering poetic sacrifice to Psyche with them
on the rocks in the forest, reciting his poems to
them, letting them dance round him, like a ring of
artistic shepherdesses, in the meadows. They were
a varied group. Caroline Flachsland, the betrothed
of Herder, was probably one of the mere sober.
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But a friend of hers, Luise von Ziegler, a maid of
honour at the Court, shared her meals with a pet
lamb, adored the moon, and had her tomb erected
in her garden. Of another maid of honour, Friulein
von Rousillon, whose sentimental name was Uranie,
Goethe became so fond that, when she died in the
following spring, his lamentations gave rise to
speculation. We need not shed a tear over the
absent Friederike. Lenz was already staying at
Sesenheim.

Over this happy and industrious spring fell the
shadow of his father’s stern ideal. It was time
to resume the program. Goethe must go to
Wetzlar, where was the Imperial Chamber of
Justice, and learn the practice of law. Councillor
Goethe lacked humour. The Imperial Chamber
was the most excellent place in Europe for
extinguishing the last respect for law in an insurgent
youth. Twenty thousand cases awaited its decision,
at the rate of less than a hundred a year. Its
lawyers were, with leisurely dignity and much profit,
discussing cases more than a century old. But
Goethe again wanted change, and was tired of
Frankfort. In the month of May he went to see
what interest he might find in Wetzlar.

He found much more interest than he had
expected. It seemed that there was much more
interest everywhere than in the “wretched hole,”
as he somewhere calls Frankfort, in which he had
been born. Of the courts we need only say that
he learned some practice of law and much disdain
of it. It was the literary atmosphere of the place
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that surprised him. Wetzlar was a small, dirty,
unattractive town of about 5000 inhabitants. Its
middle-class world was a world of government and
legation officials and lawyers. He entered it with
trepidation; he knew, too, that there was a dour
great-aunt in the town keeping an eye on him.

No sooner did he sit at table in his hotel, how-
ever, than he found this official world bubbling
with almost boyish fun. The company into which
he had entered had formed themselves into a mock
order of knights, and this was their Round Table.
The Master sat at the head, the Chancellor at his
side, the knights in order of the antiquity of their
high-sounding titles. The ritual and forms were
conducted with most amusing gravity. Into this
secret society, which was the open joke of Wetzlar,
Goethe was at once admitted, with the title of
“ Gotz of Berlichingen, the Honest.” They knew
him from the Gelehrten Anzeigen, and he took a
commanding place at once. Some of them were
connected with another literary journal, Boie’s
Almanack, and Goethe joined and made the
acquaintance of the Counts Stolberg (of whom
more presently) and other insurgent young men.

When Goethe says, “ What happened to me in
Wetzlar was of no great importance,” he clearly
refers to his legal education. Something of very
great importance—something that inspired his most
beautiful work—happened to him in Wetzlar,
although he was there less than four months. As
he had done at Leipsic and Strassburg, he walked
constantly into the surrounding country and became
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familiar with it. In the village of Garbenheim,
especially, he spent many hours of the summer days.
He had found a pleasant shaded spot near the inn,
and would lie on the grass, or have a table and
his simple food brought out from the inn, and talk
to the village children, who clustered round, and
their mothers. The scene is beautifully described
in 7he Sorrows of Werther. He is depicting the
happy days he spent under the trees at Garben-
heim, slowly shaping his dramatic ambition.

A quiet, sober legation-secretary named Kestner,
eight years older than Goethe, has left an account
of walking one day out to Garbenheim and seeing
the young poet, lying on his back in his favourite
spot, discussing problems of philosophy with three
of the knights of the Round Table. He wrote at
the time that this new-comer to Wetzlar was “a very
remarkable man.” Within a few weeks he was to
realise this in a sense he had not anticipated. He
was betrothed to Charlotte Buff, a daughter of the
local steward of the ancient Teutonic Order. In
the witty circle at the “ Hotel of the Crown Princes”
he was known as “the bridegroom.” Goethe met
his Charlotte, conceived a passionate love of her,
and, without for a moment disputing the position
of his friend Kestner, spent whole days in the most
amorous enjoyment of her company.

The charm which Lotte, as she is commonly
called, had for him can hardly be realised from a
description of her. Lewes has misled many by
making her sixteen years old, and observing that
this was the “significant” age in the loves of
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Goethe. That is a singularly unfortunate solution.
Gretchen, we saw, was “a few years” older than .
Goethe; Kitchen Schonkopf and Friederike Brion
were nineteen; Lotte also had passed her nineteenth
birthday when he met her. Antoinette Gerock and
Maximiliane Brentano, whom Lewes instances,
never kindled his passion. Lili Schénemann alone
was in her seventeenth year when Goethe fell in
love with her.* The attractiveness of Lotte, indeed,
lay rather in her precocious womanhood. She was,
like Friederike, a lithe, cheerful, blue-eyed blonde,
uncultivated, of fine feelings and much good sense.
She had perfect health and high spirits, but not
beauty. Goethe dispassionately observes that she
was “one of those who, while they do not inspire
vehement passions, yet are of a nature to give a
general feeling of pleasure.”” We shall see that
she did inspire a passion which we can hardly hesi-
tate to call “vehement.” Yet her extant portrait,
for all its sweet and delicate oval features, is not
an adequate explanation.

It cannot be assumed that many now read 7/e
Sorrows of Young Werther, in which he makes a
romance of his love of Lotte, but when we compare
it with the autobiography and the extant letters we
see that the charm of Lotte was not mainly due to
the radiance of girlhood. It was in her pleasing
blend of neat and graceful form, perfect health
and serenity, joy in life, and wise and easy dis-

1 Most of the figures and many details are inaccurate in Lewes

at this point. Kestner was thirty, not twenty-four, and they had
been betrothed for four, not two, years. She was born on

January 13th, 1753.
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charge of her heavy domestic duties. Ten younger
children and a large house were entrusted entirely
to her. Goethe met her at a village dance at
Whitsuntide, soon after his arrival. Her lover
could not go until a late hour, and Goethe, taking
a lady from the town in a coach, was requested to
call at the “ German House” for her. If we care
to trust Werther, he first saw her, through the open
doorway, cutting bread, in her dancing-dress, for
the crowd of youngsters. It was the beginning of
what he himself calls an idyll. Whatever impres-
sion she made on him in the coach, her vivacity
and freshness in the dance so pleased him that he
grasped the courtesy-right to visit her on the
following day.

He was soon “attracted and enslaved,” and
found no pleasure apart from Lotte. It made no
difference when he learned of her betrothal to
Kestner. “Did I ever envy you the possession of
Lotte in the human sense?” he afterwards wrote to
Kestner. We have already understood his feeling.
Love was a luxury given by the gods; enjoy it
without thought of to-morrow. Tongues wagged in
Wetzlar, however. Many different relations of men
and women were known in sentimental Germany,
but this was without precedent. While Kestner
laboured diligently at the office, Goethe picked the
beans with Lotte, told his wonderful stories to
the children, and, with Lotte, “wandered through
the ripe cornfields and raised up their hearts in the
dewy morning.” Kestner was there “ when business
permitted ”’; which was not frequently, except in

* 97



Go-ethe

the evening. ‘““Every day in the calendar ought to
have been printed red.” So the autobiography,
from which Lewes strangely infers that Goethe had
“forgotten what Lotte’s smiles were like.” Once
only, in August, Goethe lost his control, and kissed
her. She told Kestner, and punished the contrite
poet with a few days’ coldness and a moral lecture.

In August Goethe went to Giessen to see Merck,
and they spent some merry days. He went in dis-
guise to visit the famous professor of law, Hopfner,
and then, with Schlosser and Merck, invited him
to dinner. The grave jurist was amazed when the
shabby unknown student of law, after imbibing
much wine, made a long and bombastic speech,
drank to the health of all good men and the
perdition of bad ones, and sprang up and embraced
him ardently. Schlosser and Merck thought it time
to introduce Goethe, and they ended hilariously.
Returning to Wetzlar he eagerly took Merck to see
Lotte. We know from a letter to his wife that
Merck appreciated her, but he was too wise to
encourage. He affected a cold indifference, and
pointed out to Goethe that the “ Juno-like figure”
of one of his disengaged friends was much finer
than that of Lotte. He persuaded Goethe to accom-
pany him on a tour down the Rhine. Goethe, at
this point, calls him “ Mephistopheles,” and shows
that he was angry.

Probably Councillor Goethe also pressed his
departure, and he now felt that he must go. For
a week or two he was unable to tear himself from
Lotte. When his birthday came (August 28th), he
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helped her in the preparations until midnight, and
spent the whole birthday with her and the children.
For another fortnight he hovered in misery about
the “German House,” and at length broke the
golden chain. Kestner’s diary gives us a dramatic
picture of the end. On the evening of September
1oth the three sat together and discussed the ques-
tion of a future life : the question whether farewell
meant eternal farewell. Goethe listened in agony.
He was leaving, without telling them, early the next
morning. When he rose to go, he kissed Lotte’s
hand, and murmured that they would meet again.
“ To-morrow, I suppose,” she said, mocking a little.
But on the morrow she read, with tears, a feverish
note telling her that he had gone for ever.

A few days later we find him cordially enjoying
himself in the house of a comfortable and cultivated
family, overlooking a pretty valley that ran down
to the Rhine. A short walking tour had restored
his health, and the scenery almost intoxicated him.
He suddenly wondered whether painting was not
his vocation. He had at the moment a valuable
pocket-knife in his hand, and he impulsively flung
it, for an augury, among the trees by the river. If
he saw it splash into the Rhine, he would be an
artist. But he saw the splash without seeing the
knife, and he pronounced the oracle ambiguous.

Merck had sent him on to the house of Privy
Councillor Laroche, where he would join him in a
few days. Laroche was a witty, sarcastic, sober
official. His wife, a tall slender woman of delicate
features and sentimental character, flushed with the
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recent production of a novel, won Goethe’s attach-
ment; her eldest daughter inspired a warmer feel-
ing. Maximiliane Laroche was then seventeen—
Goethe wrongly says that they were “about the
same age’’: a pretty, supple, vivacious girl, with
dark soft eyes and “a complexion of remarkable
freshness and bloom.” It was not until she married,
two years later, that Goethe fell more or less in love
with her. Although he remarks, apropos of her,
that “it is very pleasant when we feel a new passion
stirring in us before the old one is quite extinet,” it
merely means that he was particularly pleased to
have the bright young girl fall to his share in their
excursions. We shall see that there was no question
whatever of the old passion nearing extinction.

The sentimental Leuchsenring arrived next, with
his caskets of tender letters and painted ribands.
Frau Laroche was enraptured. Her husband
listened for a time, then left the room with the
remark that he was ““ more convinced than ever that
women wasted sealing-wax on their letters; they need
only fasten them with a pin, and might be quite sure
that nobody would open them.” The prophet had
even ruder blows to bear when Merck presently
arrived, with his family. In the larger company
Goethe was better able to appropriate Maximiliane.
Possibly Merck perceived it. At all events he
pointed out to Goethe that the company was dan-
gerously mixed, and said that they must depart
before the harmony broke. He returned slowly up
the Rhine in a yacht, with the Mercks, sketching
the scenery. There were more maids at Frankfort.
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Kestner was there before the end of September,
and he describes how he went walking with Goethe
and Merck. They met a young lady who lit up at
the sight of Goethe and threw herself into his arms
with warm kisses. It was Charlotte Gerock, sister
of the pretty Antoinette whose name is, on slight
grounds, associated closely with that of Goethe.
It is known that she adored Goethe, and that he
liked her and was much with her. But.the belief
that he had a more tender feeling for her rests, as
we shall see, on a mistaken identification.

He seems to have travelled for a month or two
before settling in Frankfort. On November 7th,
in fact, he was back in Wetzlar with Schlosser, who
had business there. For two days he again hovered
about the old “ German House,” until his feelings
threatened to burst the bonds he laid on them. A
letter that he wrote to Kestner on the 1oth betrays
his condition. Kestner must forgive him for having
omitted to say good-bye; Schlosser had prevented
him from paying the final visit in which he intended
to do so, and to claim one kiss from Lotte because
it was to be his last visit. He had played a trick
on Schlosser for this interference, but he adds: “ It
was certainly time I went. Last night, on the sofa,
I had thoughts for which a man deserves to be
hanged.” He concludes: “God give you a whole
life such as those two days were to me.” A few
days later he wrote to Frau Laroche that “it is the
fate of noble souls vainly to seek a mirror of
themselves.”

In December he settled in Frankfort, and sought
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to bury his passion under a heap of work. He
re-wrote Gdtz, brooded over the idea of Werther,
and contemplated again the many tragic shapes
which haunted his artistic consciousness. During
much of the day he transacted legal business. An
uncle had succeeded his grandfather on the council,
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