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INTRODUCTION

In a lecture which Thomas Mann gave to a group of republican
students in Munich in 1923, he spoke about what he saw as the deeper
causes of the lukewarmness about politics at that time of the
educated middle class in Germany, and of their consequent failure to
support the new Weimar Republic. He made his main point in the
following paragraph:

The finest characteristic of the typical German, the best-known and also the
most flattering to his self-esteem, is his inwardness. It is no accident that it
was the Germans who gave to the world the intellectually stimulating and very
humane literary form which we call the novel of personal cultivation and
development. Western Europe has its novel of social criticism, to which the
Germans regard this other type as their own special counterpart; it is at the
same time an autobiography, a confession. The inwardness, the culture
[‘Bildung’] of a German implies introspectiveness; an individualistic cul-
tural conscience; consideration for the careful tending, the shaping, deep-
ening and perfecting of one’s own personality or, in religious terms, for the
salvation and justification of one’s own life; subjectivism in the things of the
mind, therefore, a type of culture that might be called pietistic, given to
autobiographical confession and deeply personal, one in which the world of
the objective, the political world, is felt to be profane and is thrust aside with
mdlﬁerence, ‘because’, as Luther says, ‘this external order is of no conse-
qucnce What I mean by all this is that the idea of a republic meets with
resistance in Germany chiefly because the ordinary middle-class man here, if
he ever thought about culture, never considered politics to be part of it, and
still does not do so today. To ask him to transfer his allegiance from
inwardness to the objective, to politics, to what the peoples of Europe call
freedom, would seem to him to amount to a demand that he should do
violence to his own nature, and in fact give up his sense of national identity.

The free development and enjoyment of all the resources of the
mind came to be regarded in Germany in Goethe’s time, as Mann
says, as a kind of ‘salvation’, a goal to be valued far more highly than
all the ordinary things men live for, such as money, power and
pleasure. It is well known that a great change came over the general
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INTRODUCTION

‘temper of German thought in the course of the nineteenth century. As

W. H. Dawson wrote in 1908: ‘A century ago, idealism was sup-
reme; half a century ago it had still not been dethroned; today its place
has been taken by materialism.’ It is obvious that this change was
closely connected with the industrialization of Germany, and the
transformation of the country in two or three generations from aloose
confederation of mostly unambitious small states into a highly
organized and dynamic world power.

The literature, philosophy and scholarship of Germany in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries meanwhile gradually
became known in Europe and America, from soon after the end of the
Napoleonic Wars, and came to constitute in several countries, for a
generation or two, a dominant intellectual influence. The Victorian
‘sages’, Carlyle, Coleridge, J. S. Mill and Matthew Arnold, for
example, were greatly attracted by German ideas about personal
culture and used them as a counterblast to the materialism which had
become rampant in this country from the 1820s, owing to the
remarkable results of the industrial revolution. It was through these
writers that the notion of the ‘good’ Germany of Goethe’s age gained
acceptance, while in Germany itself things were taking the turn
described above in Dawson’s words. Carlyle in 1870 was still so sure
of the moral superiority of Germany to France that in a letter to
The Times he welcomed the prospect of such a ‘noble, patient, deep,
pious and solid’ country being ‘at length welded into a nation, and
becoming Queen of the continent’.

The real difficulty for admirers of the older Germany, then and
later, was simply to imagine how anyone imbued with.the spirit of
Goethe could ever bring himself to tolerate declarations and actions
by his own countrymen, which to public opinion outside Germany
seemed to be utterly inhumane. There were occasions of this kind at
the beginning of the First World War and repeatedly throughout the
years of National Socialism. Whole libraries of factual information, on
the political, economic and social history of Germany and the story of
her relations with the rest of the world, have not entirely removed, for
many of us, our sense of shock on becoming aware of what seemed so
abrupt a change in national character. It seems clear that there were
always people true to the old tradition, but forced to look on
impotently at what they abhorred. There was a considerable resis-
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INTRODUCTION

tance movement towards the end which deserves all credit. But there
are well-attested examples throughout of highly cultivated men who
in whole groups, so it seems to us, spoke and acted completely out of
character as products of the old Weimar tradition, groups of writers
and other intellectuals under Hitler, for example, and particularly
university faculties, whose spirit had been illiberal as far back as the
1890s at least. Even much further back, in the days of Kant and
Goethe, we miss in Germany any widespread indignation of ord-
inary citizens at the so-frequent interference with the freedom of the
person, and Goethe himself, talking to Eckermann (12 March 1828)
draws a contrast between the sense of freedom in England and the
atmosphere he finds in German families and schools, and in the
streets of Weimar. :

Was there then perhaps some inherent defect fromthe begmmng in
what Mill calls ‘the culture of the inward man’ in Germany, and if so,
how did it reveal itself before it was put to the supreme test in the
Second and Third Reichs? That is the question to which I am
attempting to find an answer, by examining particular examples of
German writings, throughout the nineteenth century and down to
Thomas Mann, writings conceived in the spirit of the tradition of
personal culture, ‘Bildung’, but necessarily reflecting the mind and
character of the author and the political, social and intellectual
climate in which he lived. I have selected for study, after Wilhelm von
Humboldt and Goethe, the two most important sources of this way of
thinking, seven distinguished writers of various kinds, a theologian,
two philosophers, three novelists and a professor of aesthetics turned
novelist at the age of seventy, in all of whom the gospel of *Bildung’
is a central feature in at least one major work. For each author I have
tried to find one work suitable for special examination, so that the
reader may be brought, through quotations, as closely as possible into
touch with the mind it reveals. The extracts are translated, in the hope
that the matter under discussion may prove to be of some general
interest as a partial answer to the intriguing historical question of ‘the
two Germanys’. I have included some general comments by other
writers which I have found illuminating, and the book ends with a
chapter on Thomas Mann's writings and speeches on current affairs
from about 1914 to 1948, tracing his steady development from a
position of Romantic disdain for politics to a public-spirited concern
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INTRODUCTION

for the enlightenment of the German people about politics, as an
essential part of a humane life. This chapter draws together the main
lines of the book in connection with Mann’s fight against Hitlerism,
and it points forward to some such development as we now see in the
Bundesrepublik, as it plays its part in the life of the European
Community.




1

WILHELM VON HUMBOLDT
IN HIS LETTERS

The name of Wilhelm von Humboldt is inseparably connected with
the growth of German ideas about ‘Bildung’, or self-cultivation. The
importance of his personal influence on university and school educa-
tion in Prussia and in Germany as a whole is beyond all question. A
great deal has naturally been written about these activities and about
the theory of ‘Bildung’ that occupied so much of his attention, long
before he was entrusted with the reform of the Prussian educational
system after the battle of Jena.® This chapter is not directly con-
cerned either with Humboldt’s reforms or with his theory. It
attempts rather to outline the development of his notion of * Bildung’,
as it was evoked by his own experience of life and is reflected in his
letters and diaries, documents from which it is a pleasure to quote,
because they are so much better written than Humboldt’s early
essays, about which he himself said, in 1816, that it was the inner
plague of his life to have been always full of ideas for a book, but never:
able to complete it.

Wilhelm and Alexander von Humboldt came of a Pomeraman
noble family with a previously undistinguished intellectual record and
were educated in the usual way by private tutors, on their father’s
estate at Tegel, a few miles to the north-west of Berlin. Their father
died when Wilhelm, the older of the two brothers, born in 1767, was
twelve years old, and it was about this time, he tells us, that he first
took a liking to ancient history and began to read about it, with great
interest, for himself. It was in his twelfth year too, according to the
fragment of an autobiography that Wilhelm wrote down in 1816,2 that
he began, ‘entirely of his own -accord’, to exercise self-control,
apparently just to prove to himself that he was capable of it, and not
because he thought it was virtuous or likely to prove useful in later life.
He says expressly that this idea was awakened in him by the Ancients
and continued to attract him to them. ‘I started from the pure
essence of Stoicism, to will for the sake of willing.’ But the notion of
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GERMAN TRADITION OF SELF-CULTIVATION

stoical self-respect, of inner freedom, the ‘No man need say “I
must”’ of Lessing, was of course one of the central ideas of the
German Enlightenment, the philosophy of all Humboldt’s teachers.
It was generally combined here, however, with humanitarian feel-
ing, a brotherly respect for other men, what Unger calls ‘a secu-
larized echo of Christian ethics’. This element was. never to be
important, as Spranger admits in his great study, Wilkelm wvon
Humboldt und die Humanitdtsidee, in Humboldt’s form of humani-
tarian- philosophy. For him, as for Goethe and Schiller in their
maturity, there was something distastefully utilitarian in the En-
lightenment’s version of Christian charity.? He was generous, as a
gentleman should be, but good works did not arouse his enthusiasm
and we never find him crying, like the young Schiller in the ‘Hymn to
Joy’, “This kiss to the whole world!’ His aristocratic reserve would
have held him-back even if he had felt himself in that mood, but in
fact, according to the autobiographical fragment, his deepest impulse
was to keep the world at a distance, ‘in an attitude of critical
scrutiny’, and it was only through the strictest self-control that he
could make himself as independent of it as he wished to be. Through-
out the Briefe an eine Freundin he urges his unhappy friend to
cultivate a similar detachment. In his attempts to know and to master
himself, he says, he has always aimed at two things,

to be ready to welcome any joys that life may offer and yet...to remain

independent, not to have need of anyone, nor of any favours from fate, but to
stand on my own feet, and to build my happiness in and through myself.4

Stoicism is an oddly unyouthful attitude to find even in a rudi-
mentary form in a boy of twelve, and several of Humboldt’s biograph-
ers have felt that he only really became himself in old age. In Rudolf
Haym’s words: ‘There was always more of a Nestor than of an
Achilles in him. Only now, when he has made his way safely from the
stream of life to the bank, does he appear wholly as himself.”> When
nearly twenty-two, Humboldt himself wrote to Karoline von Dacher-
oden, his future wife: ‘To be older was always something that I
fervently longed for.” She would pity him and bless the God who had
brought him through all the trials of his boyhood and youth, he says,
if she only knew what they had been. ‘My childhood faded away

“joyless and desolate.’® He had lost his father early, it is true, and his
mother does not seem to have won the affection of either of the sons
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WILHELM VON HUMBOLDT IN HIS LETTERS

of this, her second marriage, but no childhood could have been more
sheltered and outwardly fortunate than theirs, and it is hard to
imagine more conscientious and devoted teachers than those their
mother chose for them, yet somehow Humboldt felt that he was
completely misunderstood by them and wrongly handled; because
they never left him alone, and allowed his character no free expres-
sion, He therefore began to conceal his real feelings and interests,
while complying externally with what was required of him. J. H.
Campe, one of the best-known children’s writers of that time, was
tutor to the Humboldt boys’ step-brother and gave them their first
lessons before joining Basedow at his Philanthropinum, the leading
experimental school of the German Enlightenment. Then, when
Wilhelm was seven, a young tutor fresh from the university, Herr
Kunth, was engaged, who stayed on with the family as confidential
agent long after the boys were grown up, and later had a successful
career in the Prussian civil service, as one of Freiherr vom Stein’s chief
assistants. He must have been able and trustworthy, and he did his
best for the boys in his stiff and pedantic way, helped by temporary
teachers for special subjects. In the last year or two before going to the
University of Frankfurt an der Oder Wilhelm heard regular lectures,
of which his notes are to be found in the Gesammelte Schriften (Band
1), on economics and statistics, by Geheimrat von Dohm of the
Foreign Office, on natural law by Kammerrat Klein, an eminent
jurist, and on philosophy, ‘almost always merely on matters of logic,
entirely in the tradition of Wolff’, by J. J. Engel, who was soon to
perform the same office for the Prussian Crown Prince.

It was through Kunth and these distinguished Berlin friends and
teachers that the Humboldts were introduced to the Jewish intellec-
tuals, mainly women, who first made the inner life an exciting and
absorbing pursuit for Wilhelm. The brothers were taken along to the
Tuesday Reading Society of which their four teachers were regular
members, together with Markus Herz, the leading Berlin doctor, who
gave well-attended lectures in his home on natural philosophy.
Among the other members were his beautiful young wife Henriette
and her friend Dorothea, Moses Mendelssohn’s daughter, married to
the banker Veit. The boys were soon close friends of Henriette and
her circle, and for a year or so Wilhelm, like Schleiermacher and
many others later, was quite fascinated by Henriette, who delighted in
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GERMAN TRADITION OF SELF-CULTIVATION

intellectual flirtations, but was equally expert in kindling and in
damping down such flames. It is well known that in the quarter of a
century between the end of Frederick the Great’s reign and the Wars
of Liberation the intellectual and social life of Berlin was strongly
influenced by a small group of Jewish hostesses. Together with the
French colony they helped to leaven its native heaviness, to support
new ventures in music and the theatre and to encourage a more
adventurous taste in literature. The Weimar writers and Goethe in
particular found their most receptive readers, from the 1790s, in these
circles, and they prepared the ground for the Romantic movement in
Berlin. Moses Mendelssohn and a few of his Jewish contemporaries
had started the process of emancipation, favoured by the tolerant
atmosphere of Frederick’s reign, and the continued exclusion of Jews
from the craft guilds and from trade in many staple commodities made
them all the more prominent in the callings that were permitted to
them, -banking, medicine, and the ‘free arts’ in particular. As
Schleiermacher wrote to his sister in 1798:

That young scholars and men of fashion frequent the big Jewish houses in
Berlin is very natural, for they are much the wealthiest middle-class families
here, almost the only ones which keep open house and in which, because of
their extensive connections in all countries, one meets foreigners of every
rank. So anyone who wants to see something of good society in a very
unceremonious way obtains an introduction to such houses, where any man
of talent, even if it is only social talent, is welcome and will certainly find
plenty to amuse him, because Jewish women - their husbands are rushed too
early into trade — are highly cultivated, can talk about everything and are
usually very accomplished in one or other of the arts.

Here then, through Henriette Herz, before he went to the univer-
sity and before Herder, Goethe or Schiller could have had any real
influence on him (he had read hardly anything of Goethe’s before he
went to his second university, Gottingen, and it was only here, in
1789, that he encountered even Werther) Humboldt learned to
distinguish general culture from useful knowledge. ‘It is only what we
love that ever helps to cultivate us’, he wrote, in the first of his letters
to Henriette that we have.” Ultra-sentimental as these letters cer-
tainly are, by a perhaps natural reaction in a reserved young man,

.brought up in a family where the expression of feeling was not
encouraged — Frau von Humboldt was descended from French
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Huguenots and Scottish merchants — they exhibit the same interest of
the writer in the analysis of his own psychological states and the same
urge to reveal them to a sympathetic woman that we find in the
remarkable series of letters to his wife and in the Brzefe an eine
Freundin of his later years:

The pleasures of the heart, Henriette, [he writes] are, I swear, the only ones
which bring real happiness, real bliss. Compared with them, what is all the
pleasure that comes from satisfied vanity, ambition, the desue for fame even
from learmng and the cultivation of the mtellectPa

It is_not altogether surprising, in an age of declining faith, when
secret societies with a highly edifying purpose, like the Freemasons
and others, had many adherents, to find Wilhelm, the devotee of
self-control, founding along with Henriette a small society which they
called a ‘Tugendbund’, an association for mutual self-improve-
ment. This happened late in 1787, during Wilhelm’s first semester at
Frankfurt an der Oder, and the first fellow-members the two admit-
ted were Dorothea Veit and Karl von Laroche, the son of the famous
Sophie, Wieland’s first muse. A few lines from a revised draft of the
rules prepared for the ‘lodge’ by Wilhelm and sent to Henriette in a
letter from Gottingen a year later are enough to show the pre-
Kantian beginnings of Wilhelm’s ideas on ‘Bildung’:

Since the aim of our lodge is happiness through love, and the degree of
happiness in true love is always exactly proportionate to the degree of moral
perfection in the lovers, it follows that moral cultivation is what every
associate most ardently seeks. The associates have abolished amongst them-
selves all barriers of merely conventional propriety. They enjoy every
pleasure which is not purchased through the loss of higher pleasures.?

Though the associates despise the conventions, it isa Platonic love,
evoked by the moral qualities of the beloved, which binds them. In
the autobiographical fragment of 1816 Humboldt insists that his cult
of self-control, though inspired by the example of the Stoics, has
never included as part of its aim the avoidance of experience, with its
joys and pains. It is not in that sense ascetic, but ‘gives free rein to

_desire and sees in enjoyment, even in forms which many would call
intemperate, a great and beneficent power’. Some deliberate exces-
ses would be approved, then, but he does not like to lose his temper
or be carried away by emotion, though he recognizes the compelling
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energy of a passion that appears in a man as a force of nature. In the
much earlier expression of his views in 1787 we see a naive combina-
tion of eudaemonism with a vague idealism that is still very much of
the Enlightenment, in its later sentimental phase. A small self-
conscious group has to underline its unconventionality if each
member is to be kept aware of his ideal self. If challenged, they would
no doubt have maintained that theirs was a “natural’ ethic, neither
Christian nor Greek nor Jewish, but simply human, like the natural
religion that was found by Lessing at the core. of all historical creeds.
The group consists here of some half-dozen members of both sexes,
but we read in that age of many essentially similar associations that are
confined to two, sometimes both men (e.g. Schiller and Korner),
sometimes a man and a woman (e.g. Fiirstin Gallitzin and first
Hemsterhuis, then Fiirstenberg, or Frau von Stein and Goethe).
Reading some of the letters exchanged in the Tugendbund, one is
struck by the frequent references to affectionate embraces, and cannot
" avoid the suspicion that for all the talk about virtue, a diffused
eroticism played a considerable part in holding the members to-
gether, always at the risk that it might become powerful enough to
lead to secessions from the group. '

It was in fact such a secession that led to Humboldt’s marriage and
to the correspondence with which we shall be principally concerned in
this essay. The ‘Bund’ was started late in 1787. In January 1788 Karl
von Laroche took up a post near Magdeburg and in the spring
Wilhelm went on from Frankfurt an der Oder to Gottingen univer-
sity. In August he paid his first visit to Karoline von Dacherdden, a.
candidate for membership of the Bund, proposed by Laroche, who
had known her for some time and was thought by the other members
to be half engaged to her. In Gottingen meanwhile Wilhelm had met
and been much attracted by Therese Forster, the highly intelligent
daughter of the great Greek scholar Heyne, with all the characteris-
tics of the emancipated woman. Heyne, Therese and her famous
husband were all important in Humboldt’s development in their
different ways, as was also Georg Forster’s friend F. L. Jacobi.
Hearing of Humboldt through Laroche, Karoline, an only child who
lived with her father, Kammerprisident von Dacheréden, now
retired, in the winter in Erfurt and in the summer on their estate,
Burgorner, invited Wilhelm in July 1788 to come and stay with them,
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WILHELM VON HUMBOLDT IN HIS LETTERS

suggesting as a pretext a visit to the first steam engine in Germany,
installed near their home. The letter with which this young lady of
twenty-two opened a correspondence destined ultimately to fill seven ‘
large volumes shows her as fully ready to enter into the spirit of the
Bund. ‘I cannot deny my heart the pleasure of writing a few lines to
you [‘Dir’], dear Wilhelm’, she begins. Members of the Bund,
despising convention, were on Christian name terms with each other
from the beginning, and addressed one another with. the familiar
‘Du’ and even as ‘brother’ or ‘sister’. A candidate on probation
like Karoline was expected to do the same, even to a correspondent
she had never met. She continues:

Karl von Laroche will bring them to you, and will join with me in asking you
to visit me. Do not let me ask you in vain, dear brother. Rememberthat I live
in a wilderness, where my heart lives on memories and hopes. Karl will tell
you that I am kind and have a warm, loving heart in my breast, that I wish to
join with yours by sacred bonds, and that it strains forward to meet you with
pure sisterly love.10 g

In his bread-and-butter letter of 1 September Wilhelm responds
nobly:

O Lina, it is a week today since I saw you! Why could I not prolong them to
a lifetime, those moments when I lay in joyful rapture in your arms! You were
happy too. I could read it in your eyes.!!

Towards the end of the letter we have the first of an unending series
of references in the correspondence to the ennobling influence of
women:

You women are so fortunate in this, you can exert so strong an influence on
not wholly unworthy young men, can make them happler and thereby
better.

Wilhelm refers to this remark a few days later when he wrltes to his
Berlin friends:

O! Jette, o Brenna! How much K{arl] and I will still learn from you, how
much better we shall become through you! Only recently I said thls in aletter
to Kar[oline]. If I am good, it is through Jette.'?

From his next letter we learn that Karl had suggested he should spend
a couple of monthsin Erfurt to be near Karoline and toget to know the
Governor who represented the Elector of Mainz there, Karl Theo-
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dor von Dalberg, later a close friend, but he is still undecided. He
defends Karoline warmly however against the criticisms of Jette and
Brenna, who have called her ‘gushing’, because she has not learnt as
well as they have to bear the burden of life. He finds her a very
sensible girl. Was she not reading Gibbon’s Decline and Fall when he
visited her? He even agrees with her views about personal survival
after death, as Jette should know, or has she forgotten those divine
hours, unforgettable to him, when on his last visit to Berlin they had
sat hand in hand on her sofa, debating this very question, ‘and
searching for any grounds we could find to recommend to our reason
what was so dear to our hearts’.13 :

The emotional currents revealed in the correspondence between
these 'young people, a year before the French Revolution, are a
fascinating psychological study, and the climate of feeling behind
these letters is perhaps just as important as any intellectual factors for
a sympathetic understanding of the German passion for ‘Bildung’ in
that age: We are aware of a certain jealousy on the part of the Berlin
ladies, and of a surprising desire in Karl, still unofficially engaged to
Karoline, to throw her into Wilhelm’s company. Wilhelm says he is
studying her character and trying to correct any faults he sees in her,
as they have all undertaken to do to each other. It is in this letter that
he suggests the new formulation of their rules, already quoted. At
Karl’s suggestion he is going to try to find time to go to Erfurt or
Rudolstadt to admit Karoline to their society, and he asks Karl for
more of his impressions of Karoline from his talks with her, “exact
description, not just admiration’. He enquires also about admitting
Karoline von Beulwitz, the elder of the two Lengefeld sisters and a
friend of Karl and of Karoline von Dacherdden. It was through her
that he was soon to be introduced into the Schiller circle. Therese
Forster was the sixth and last member to join the Bund.

Karoline von Dacheréden and Therese Forster, who were capable
of genuine and deep feeling, soon objected to that sharing of all their
secrets with their fellow-members on which the shallower Berlin
ladies pedantically insisted. Humboldt too was now restive, Therese
Forster having for the moment put Jette and Brenna completely in the
shade. He wrote in his diary in Gottingen on 9 December 1788, only
a month_ after the last letter mentioned, that some lines he had
received from Jette made him laugh, and only at the third reading
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moved him a little, so that his answer, he admits, was written with
assumed feeling. Probing into his own mind as usual, he finds two
causes for his disillusionment, first of all a desire for change: ‘The
principle that one must have been in many situations of every kind is
now so well established with me that any new situation is agreeable
just because of its newness.’4 We shall find that he often returns to
.and reasserts this principle in various forms. The second cause he
finds in the emptiness of Jette's letters, which are ‘like cake without
spice’, and he now feels the same about all their group, meaning, no
doubt, the original members. Therese’s letters give him ample food
for thought, but she is unattainable, and soon we find him sending all
her letters on to Karoline von Dacheréden, who was drawing away
from Karl, for her unvarnished comment, for he is sure Therese and
she would mean much to each other. Karoline cannot agree: ‘I think
Ishould admire her more than I should love her, but certainly love her
more than she could me’, she writes back. One passage in aletter from
Therese had moved her in particular, and she quotes it: *No union
with any human being can do me any good. You can give me
nothing’ -~ a cry of despair, she feels, because for her the whole
happiness of life lies in the give-and-take between hearts,'5 or what
we now call personal relationships.

The end of the Tugendbund was evidently in sight, yet even in
August 1789, when Humboldt, at the end of his third semester at
Gottingen, had accepted an invitation from his old teacher Campe,
who had great hopes for mankind on hearing of the radical resolu-
tions passed by the French National Assembly, to accompany him to
Paris, the letter he wrote to his associates shows him apparently still
full of the old ideas. It is quite evident however from this letter that his
feeling was no longer, as he still pretends, a diffused one for the whole
group, but that it had crystallized round Karoline. After a further
month or two of travel, in the course of which he saw the Forsters
again, at Mainz, met Schiller’s teacher Abel at Stuttgart and heard
him lecture, and visited Lavater at Ziirich, he went to Erfurt again
and became engaged to Karoline in December 1789. They were
married on 29 June 1791. The self-improvement group had been
reduced to two members, and for the next few years at least it often.
sounds, from the correspondence, like a mutual admiration society. A
year after their engagement he writes:
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I used to pray to unknown, longed for, imagined beings, but now, now my
longing, my admiration, my worship are clearly defined and no longer range
uncertainly, now I worship the pattern of all beauty, to which the sight of you
raises my thoughts.1®

It would be easy to compile an anthology ‘In praise of women’ from
these letters. Here are two quotations, widely separated in time:

That I am one with myself, that I am what I had the native endowment to
become, that I see truth, that I feel harmonious beauty, that is your work,
yours alone; and it is my work, mine alone, that you too are what you were
meant to be, that you too see truth, and experience beauty and harmony.??

And again, twenty-two years later, after innumerable cloying in-
stances of similar, to our ears rather self-satisfied protestations, we
read:“ The advice of women is like a star which guides us through the
wilderness of life.”1® Once at least it is too much for Karoline, and she
exclaims: ' We are surely not going to begin exchanging compliments
with each other.”'® But usually she is as generous with her praise of
Wilhelm as he could wish, though it is as an individual that she extols
him, not as one of a morally superior sex. '
Humboldt’s marriage would seem then, on the evidence of his
correspondence, to have been a singularly happy one. Expressing his
gratitude to Karoline in superb letters, he tries repeatedly to find the
secret of their success, in view of the many failures among their
friends. ‘In most people, men and women, the best and tenderest
feelings are blunted when they marry’, but they themselves have
retained the freshness of their feeling, perhaps because they have been
at one in seeking always ‘the simplest and highest in life...the purely
human’, not looking for any other goal in life but life itself.2® Yet it
was clear even to Haym a century ago, and later biographers have
empbhasized the point, that Humboldt’s character was not nearly as
harmonious by nature as it might seem from his writings, and that his
married happiness too was something achieved by conscious effort.
If Humboldt’s friends had been asked beforehand whether he
would make a good husband, some of the more intimate of them
would certainly have said that he was too cold and sceptical. This was
the impression he made in the Berlin salons and places of pleasure
which he and his highly gifted but dissolute friend Gentz frequented
in his bachelor days. This is how he appears in Karl Hillebrand’s
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striking picture of those circles.2! He had great charm and a brilliant
wit, it was thought, but no one ever knew what he really felt: He
continued to have this reputation throughout his active career, and it
fits in well with his self-confessed determination to keep his emotions
under strict control, to remain an uncommitted spectator of life. The
remark already quoted from his autobiographical fragment about the
beneficent power he saw in enjoyment makes his friendship with
Gentz, who could appreciate his intelligence better than most, at least
understandable, and it even prepares us for an otherwise astonishing
entry to be found in Gentz’s diary, on 1 July 1815, when he was
Secretary to the Congress of Vienna and had again seen a great deal of
“Humboldt, one of the leaders of the Prussian delegation: ‘Passé une
heure avec Suzette, trés belle personne que Humboldt m’a léguée.’
Humboldt was after all, we must remember, a child of the eigh-
teenth century, a gentleman from the Mark Brandenburg; who
characteristically wore a pigtail down to 1809, when such-a sight was
rare. For all his freedom of mind, he could not quite escape from the
ideas of his class and age, and at this same Congress of Vienna fought
a duel with the Prussian Minister of War, Boyen, when both were-
involved in most important negotiations. His letter to his wife about
it is a masterpiece of irony. Here is one delightful touch. When Boyen
objected to sharing a carriage with him on the way to their encoun-
ter, he quoted to him, he says, a precedent from Ariosto, who makes
two knights in a similar predicament even ride the same horse
together.22 All these things do not shake our conviction, after
reading Humboldt’s intimate letters, not only to his wife but to close
friends like Goethe and Schiller, that there ‘was a real Humboldt
capable of deep and lasting feeling, but, as Goethe would well
understand, he was ‘a man with his contradictions’. ,

A more serious potential danger to Humboldt’s marriage was what
Leitzmann calls, with considerable exaggeration, I think, ‘the sad-
istic colouring of sexual feeling in Humboldt’, in his comment on a
passage in Humboldt’s diary of his first journey to France, where he
describes what he felt as he watched a girl working the Duisburg—
Krefeld ferry. ‘“When thoughts about women first began to occupy my
mind’, he writes, ‘I always imagined them as slaves, burdened with all
kinds of work, tortured in a thousand ways, treated with the greatest:
contempt. Such ideas are still not strange to me.’2? He goes on to say
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how important feelings of this kind have been for his whole develop-
ment. How they occupied his imagination much later in life is clear
from poems like Die Griechensklavin, but they come out too in the
otherwise very puzzling story of his love for Johanna Motherby, when
he was in Konigsberg in 1809, busy with the reform of the Prussian.
educational system, and his wife was still in Rome. Frau Motherby, a
doctor’s wife, was something of a siren, who later fascinated even the
sturdy Ernst Moritz Arndt. Her hospitable home was for Humboldt
the only good thing in a wretched town, and he continued to write to
her for some years, until she found Arndt more interesting. From
Vienna in 1813 he wrote that through her he had hopes of ‘a deeper
and much more individual kind of love. This love consists in the
woman’s being absorbed by the man, so that she has no separate
existence apart from his will, no thought but what he demands, no
feeling that does not submit itself to him.’

It is strange to find in Humboldt at the age of forty-51x this almost
Kleistian desire to be completely the dominant partner in love, for
there is no hint of it in his letters to Karoline, either because she was
too strong a personality in her own right, or because with her he was
capable of genuine self-surrender and the imaginative sharing of
another’s life. But that this desire to have complete control of a
woman’s will, obscurely connected, one feels, with the still older
impulse to be master of his own, remained strong in him to the end,
is evident to anyone who reads the Briefe an eine Freundin. These are
actual letters, published of course long after Humboldt’s death, which
were almost compulsory reading a century ago for self-respecting
young ladies, the only writings of Humboldt’s to reach a wide
public. (I have a copy apparently abandoned in 1914 by the Associa-
tion of German Governesses in England!) In the midst of his labours
in Vienna, about a year after Frau Motherby had disappointed him,
he received and answered an appeal for sympathy and advice made, on
the strength of a passing acquaintanceship at a spa in 1788, by
Charlotte Diede who, after an unhappy married life, was now living
separated from her husband. It was a pathetic story, and Humboldt
gave help in full measure. After a sporadic beginning the correspon-
dence went on uninterruptedly, and without the knowledge of
Karoline, until Humboldt’s death. This stream of letters from a
distinguished statesman and scholar in retirement to an always
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ailing, lonely woman whom he hardly ever saw, a mine of profound
reflections on the conquest of life’s difficulties through the proper use
of the mind and will, a2 manual of the inward life, was prompted
certainly by generous sympathy, but one cannot but be struck by
Humboldt’s insistence on absolute compliance with the instructions
he gives, down to the exact date when Charlotte is to write. Here he
had at last the completely obedient woman. he had always dreamed
of.24 Of his wife he always wrote in these letters with devoted
affection, Charlotte in no sense supplanted her, but he felt the need to
keep part of himself secret even from his wife. ‘Friendship and love
call for trust, as deep and genuine as possible,’ he explained, ‘but in
superior souls no surrender of privacy.’2> There were times too, as his
biographers remind us, when Karoline herself was apparently less
interested in her highminded husband than in nonentities llke
Wilhelm von Burgsdorff and J. F. Koreff. :
Allowing full weight to the disturbing irrational elements in
Humboldt’s character, it is still very difficult to go all the way with
scholars like Siegfried Kaehler and Werner Schultz in their opposi-
tion to the ‘legend’ of Humboldt’s serenity, especially when one
remembers how many similar legends were destroyed between the
wars of this century. Haym had said of Humboldt: ‘We do not call
him a great man, we call him a happy, wise and good man.’ Schultz
would reverse this judgment, calling him great rather than happy,
great in a Faustian way, as one struggling bravely with the tensions
within him. A generation later, many of us will see in this opinion the
stamp of the period when disillusionment concerning traditional
values had reached a new peak in Germany, after a lost war and the
uncertainties of the inflation. The idea of salvation through culture
had never had less appeal, and the way was open to a Kierkegaard
revival and the beginnings of Existentialism. Humboldt himself, at
any rate, would have seen in these newer critics’ discoveries, we feel,
an overstressing of what he called the contingent or fortuitous in his
character, as opposed to his ‘individuality’. As he wrote to Schiller,
when he thought that Kérner was trymg to ‘correct’ his friend’s
natural self:
Everyone must seek out his own individuality and purify it, ridding it of the
fortuitous features. It will still be individuality, for a portion of the
fortuitous is inseparable from the make-up of every individual, and cannot
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and should not be removed.-It is really only in that way that character is
possible, and through character greatness.26

Like Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister and like Goethe himself he did not
want his character to be a product of chance, though he knew well that
he could never be, and did not wish to be, other than himself.
‘Bildung’ meant for him the weeding of his mental and emotional
garden, the Ciceronian ‘cultura animi’ in its original sense, that of
the Greek ‘paideia’ as it was understood in the Hellenistic age.
M. Marrou, in his Histoire de I'education dans Iantiquité, reminds us
of a phrase used by Plotinus, ‘modeler sa propre statue’, which
he paraphrases as follows: '

Se faire soi-méme; dégager de I'enfant qu'on a d’abord été, de I'étre mal
dégrossi -qu’on risque de demeurer, ’homme pleinement homme dont on
entrevoit la ﬁgure idéale, telle est 'oeuvre de toute la vie, 'oeuvre unique a
laquelle. cette vie puisse étre noblement consacrée.

‘These words admirably describe Humboldt’s ideal of life at the
time of his marriage, and as we have seen, he himself said later that it
was the Greeks who had first suggested to him the idea of self-
mastery. For a little more than a year (January 1790 to May 1791) he
had served in the Berlin Kammergericht or Court of Appeal, but
Karoline and he had agreed during his first summer leave that when
they married he should retire from Prussian service and live for the
free development of his faculties. His means allowed of it, and after
some hesitation he had convinced himself that it would not be selfish
to follow his deepest instincts in this matter. A long letter to
Karoline explains how he had first wondered whether, not having
creative genius, he ought not to devote himself to useful work. Jacobi
and Forster however, among others, had turned him against a career
in public office, and he had come to think ‘that only that is truly
valuable that a man is in himself’, and finally ‘that a man always does
good to the extent that he becomes good in himself’.2” When
Forster, a man of a restless, reforming nature, whose sense of
political commitment was soon to declare itself during the French
occupation of Mainz, had urged upon Humboldt the necessity of
activity for the general good, Humboldt had summed up his own
views in the words: ‘The first rule of a true ethical code is “ Improve
yourself”, and “Influence others through what you are” comes only
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second.” This ‘Yogi’ attitude to life, to borrow a term from Mr
Koestler, no longer came easily to either the nineteenth or the
twentieth century, though it left its traces, as we shall see. We find
even Haym pointing to the epicureanism prevailing in the Berlin of
those days, as well as to the inefficiency and low moral tone
encountered by Humboldt during his brief experience as a civil
servant, as contributory causes of his decision to resign his post, while
Schultz, less convincingly, finds here an example of Faustian restless-
ness. It seems on the whole far more likely that it was a genuinely
ethical decision, from motives the roots of which we have found in
Humboldt’s earlier history, and which were soon to be reinforced by
his friendship with Goethe, Schiller and Kéorner.

After his marriage, Humboldt may be said to have lived, for all but
eleven years, as a free intellectual with scarcely any commitments,
except to his family and to the estates which made his independence
possible. For the first three years he led the life of a studious country
gentleman, mostly at Burgérner, his wife’s estate, reading and
translating Greek, with the advice and help of the great scholar F. A.
Wolf. Before the birth of their second child they moved to Jena and
spent the better part of three years there, in the incomparable
intellectual atmosphere of the years when Schiller was bringing out
the Horen and the Musenalmanach, and had won Goethe as a
collaborator and friend. Humboldt was treated by both poets as a
friend and equal, greeted each new product of their genius with
enthusiasm and constructive criticism and continued the essays
towards a theory of * Bildung’ which had occupied him since before his
marriage. On a prolonged visit to Berlin, where his mother was very
ill, he wrote to Schiller in 1796:

If we imagine a man whose sole aim in life is to cultivate himself, his
intellectual activity must finally be concentrated on discovering (a) a priori,
the ideal of humanity, and (b) a posteriori, a clear picture of mankind in
reality. When both are as precise and complete as possible in his mind, he
should, by comparing them, derive from them rules and maxims for
action.?®

The best known of the fragmentary writings which resulted from
this aim is Ideen zu einem Versuch, die Grenzen der Wirksamkeit des
Staats zu bestimmen (The Limits of State Action), two sections of
which appeared in Schiller’s Neue Thalia and three more in the
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Berliner Monatsschrift. There were difficulties with the censorship,
publishers hesitated and Humboldt himself had doubts about some of
the essay’s political content on reading Burke on the French Revolu-
tion, so that the complete text did not appear till 1851, long after the
author’s death. The leading idea of the essay comes at the beginning
of the extract made by Schiller, in a passage quoted by J. S. Millin his
On Liberty:

The true end of man, not that which his transient wishes suggest to him, but
that which eternal immutable reason prescribes, is the highest possible
development of his powers into a well-proportioned whole. For culture of this
kind freedom is the first and indispensable condition.

Humboldt’s view of the state and its functions follows from his
conception of the good life, for if people are to be as fully developed
as possible as individuals, there must be a- minimum of interference
from without and a maximum of variety in their opportunities for
experience. Humboldt’s béte noire is the mechanical efficiency of
benevolent despotism, with its ideal of running its subjects’ lives for
them according to a pre-conceived system for what it alleges to be the
general good. His ‘grand, leading principle’, as Mill rightly saw, so
that he used this sentence from Humboldt as the epigraph of his On
Liberty, “is the absolute and essential importance of human develop-
ment [i.e. “‘Aus-bildung’] in its richest diversity’. In Humboldt’s
ideal social world there is ‘a contest of personalities for moral and
intellectual influence in which it is as blessed to receive as to
give...By being oneself one enriches the world as it presents itself to
others, who, in turn, perform the same service for oneself.’?® In much
the same way Goethe frequently said (e.g. to Eckermann, 20 October
1830) that he had done more for the world by developing and
expressing his own personality than he would have done by deliber-
ately working for the good of the whole. This is of course far from
being the whole truth about social relationships. The conception of
freedom involved is negative freedom, freedom from interference,
and as Sir Isaiah Berlin has pointed out, ‘liberty in this sense is not
incompatible with some kinds of autocracy, or at any rate with the
absence of self-government’. It is arguable, he says, that in the
Prussia of Frederick the Great men of creative genius felt themselves
freer than in many an earlier or later democracy.?® Humboldt
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however, disillusioned by his own experiences, sees all the efforts of
the state through its elaborate bureaucracy for the positive welfare of
the people as harmful because they stifle individual initiative. He
illustrates the evil results in military matters, education, religion and
morality and discusses the kind of laws that are in his view necessary,
a very small number, mainly for defence and the maintenance of
order. This conception of a ‘nightwatchman-state’, as Lassalle was to
call it, is a typical product of the idealistic, unpolitical Germany
before the Napoleonic wars. o
It is the creative mind which most obviously needs a maximum of
freedom, and it often seems as if it were the creative life that
Humboldt really had in view as his ideal, as when he says:
Thus peasants and craftsmen of all kinds could perhaps be developed into
artists, that is, into men who loved their particular work for its own sake,
improved it through their own initiative and inventiveness and so cultivated
their intellectual powers, ennobled their character. and refined -their
pleasures.®! S

Here he comes close to the idea later put forward by Goethe at the end
of the Lehrjahre, that it is not the form of a man's activity that
matters, but the spirit in which it is exercised. At another point in the
essay Humboldt in fact says this in so many words.32 But it is the
purely mental side of the activity. which interests him most, con-
sidered apart from its results, for his ideal is as usual to be as
independent as possible of everything external. He puts this thought
in its most extreme form perhaps in a fragment, probably of 1793, on
the theory of ‘Bildung’, in which he asks himself why we set out to
study this and that, and answers that we are not really concerned
about what we learn or how we improve the world outside, ‘but only
about the improvement of our inner selves, or at least about satisfying
the inner restlessness which consumes us’.3% Another might have said
that it was to escape the boredom which always threatens an
over-leisured class, not compelled by any external necessity to exert
itself, but' Humboldt makes a free man'’s religion out of his pride in
his spiritual self-sufficiency, as we see from the following passage in
The Limits of State Action (Section 7). Religion he explains as the
outcome of psychological needs, and after a fine page on the integrat-
ing effect of belief in a personal Deity on the whole:life of the soul, he
goes on: , ' ’
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Although the influence of religiousideas is certainly a powerful element in the
pursuit of inner perfection, it is not an indispensable one. The idea of
spiritual perfection in itself is great and satisfying and inspiring enough not to
be in any need of a veil or personal form. And yet every religion is based on
a personification, on an appeal to the senses, on a higher or lower degree of
anthropomorphism. That idea of perfection will still hover perpetually in
front of a man, even if he is not accustomed to thinking of the sum of all moral
good as combined in one absolute ideal, and of himself as standing in a
personal relationship with this Being. The idea will rather be a spur to
activity, the substance of all his happiness. Firmly convinced by experience
that his mind can grow continually in moral strength, he will strive with eager
courage towards the goal which he has set himself. The thought of his
possible extinction will no longer fill him with fear when once his imagina-
tion has conquered the illusion that non-being will be conscious of its own
non-being. His dependence on external fate does not depress him; relatively
indifferent to external enjoyment and deprivation, he has eyes only for the
purely intellectual and moral, and no freak of destiny can disturb the inner
depths of his soul. His spirit feels itself to be independent through its
self-sufficiency, raised above the flux of things through the abundance of its
ideas and the consciousness of its inner strength. When he reflects upon his
past, retracing step by step how he has made use of circumstances, now in this
way, now in that, how he has gradually become what he now is, when he sees
cause and effect, ends and means, all united in himself and then, full of the
noblest pride: of which finite beings are capable, cries:
‘Hast du nicht alles selbst vollendet,
Heilig, glihend Herz?*

how then all those ideas of loneliness, of helplessness, of lack of protection and
comfort and help vanish, which are generally believed to assert themselves
when a personal, guiding, rational cause of the chain of finite being is
lacking.4

Compared with later passages we shall quote in praise of the inward
life, e.g. from Schleiermacher and Schopenhauer, this is woolly and
self-satisfied, but it reminds us how much in Humboldt’s praise of.
individuality goes back to the Sturm-und-Drang, preromantic genius
cult of twenty years earlier, the inspiration of Goethe’s marvellous
ode, ‘Prometheus’, from which he quotes. Before he left Jena,
Humboldt seems to have come to feel that as an end in itself, the
pursuit -of -harmonious and fully developed faculties was not as
satisfying as he had hitherto thought. Living in close touch with
Goethe and Schiller at the height of their powers he realized, as he put

* Have you not accomplished everything yourself, holy, ardent heart?
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it later, that he had never been capable of their at times almost
fanatical concentration. ‘A man must give himself up to one limited,
definite objective and lose himself, at least for a time, in its pursuit.’3
He could help Schiller to think out his ideas by his intelligent,
sensitive response to them in conversation, he could help Goethe
(perhaps not so successfully) with the hexameters of Hermann und
Dorothea, once they were in existence, but he was no poet, and his
attempts at aesthetic theory are not generally considered to go much
beyond reformulating rather confusingly the classical aesthetics of
Goethe and Schiller. Schiller praised his essay on Hermann und
Dorothea, but Goethe had to confess that he could not follow its
complicated argument. Recent work has suggested however that
Humboldt anticipated some modern ideas about the status of the work
of art, its existence in its own right, as something that not merely
humanizes nature, but takes its place.3¢ Certainly Humboldt was not
content tostand for ever in the shadow of his great friendsand in 1797,
as there was some prospect of peace in Europe, he decided to go
abroad, naturally to one of the centres of culture, Paris or Rome.
Both Karoline and he would have preferred Italy, Karoline be-
cause of her delicate health and Wilhelm because of his passion for the
ancient world, but as fighting soon broke out again in northern Italy,
they had to be content with Paris and spent the next four years there,
with a long and adventurous family holiday in Spain in the autumn
and winter of 1799-1800. It was now that Humboldt first became
interested in linguistics, particularly in the problem of the Basque
language, and after reading all round the subject in Paris he returned
to the Basque country a year later for three months. This was the first
step towards the distinguished scholarly work that Humboldt was to
do in the linguistic field in his retirement. At the very beginning of his
stay in Paris he had written to Gentz that his views had changed
considerably since his first visit in '1789. Then he had firmly
believed that a man only counts through what he is, not through what
he does. Now however, he felt that it was high time for him to
produce something, to have something to show for his time on earth.
But it was many years before he discovered his real vein, and in Paris
he was still feeling his way, occupying himself in a dilettante way with
the literature, art and institutions of France and above all studying
human nature, for he enjoyed the social life of a great capital, with his
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wealth and rank he had the entrée everywhere, and he soon became a
sort of cultural ambassador of the new Germany, one of the chief
informants above all of Mme de Staél. Humboldt himself became
more and more clearly aware, during this long period of residence
abroad, of his essentially German nature, he began to understand the
meaning of political, as opposed to cultural nationalism, and the way
in which national differences are reflected in the concrete realities of
everyday life and social institutions, thus preparing himself uncon-
sciously for the work of administrative and educational reform in
which he was soon to take so large ashare. Current political eventsare
still scarcely mentioned in his letters, but he was acquiring a clear
understanding of lasting social forces and losing his doctrinaire
prejudices. Even in questions of art his letters to friends like Goethe
and Korner are far richer in concrete personal perceptions than, for
instance, his essay on Hermann und Dorothea, written during his first
months in-Paris. The most important of these letters, the one to
Goethe on the performances of French tragedy which had so much
impressed him in Paris, strongly reinforced the anti-naturalistic trend
of the Weimar Theatre with specific suggestions from French
practice.

In August 1801 the Humboldts returned to Berlin for a year, in the
course of which Wilhelm applied for and obtained a minor dip-
lomatic post in Rome. His motives, as he explained to Schiller in a
letter from Rome, were still personal. He had been in search of some
practical activity, -even of a routine kind, if it seemed to lead
somewhere. In return for performing the light duties of Prussian
Envoy to the Holy See he had a- substantial supplement to his
income, very welcome to the prudent father of five children, and good
prospects of a continued diplomatic career. Above all, to the open
envy of Goethe, he had an opportunity of living for years in the
capital of the ancient world, still, in spite of Napoleon, the favourite
resort of the aristocracy and cognoscenti of Europe, where he could
muse over ruins in the warm sun of the south.

Humboldt was much more of a sentimental traveller than Goethe,
as is plain from letters to his German friends, full of the romantic
sense of the past: He writes to Korner (8 June 1805):

It is only here, in fruitful loneliness, that the shapes of this world unfold
themselves clearly in peace; thought and feeling melt into each other in
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clarity; melancholy and cheerfulness in serenity. On the boundary be-
tween life and death one plays one’s part more easily in the one and
prepares oneself more gently for the other.

The finest of these much-pondered lettersisthe long one of 23 August
1804 to Goethe, in which he tries to determine how much of the effect
Rome has on him is ‘objective’. It is for the traces it shows of a better
world, pagan antiquity, that Rome fills him ‘with reverence for the
Gods and alonging for home’, like aline from Homer, for it stands out
among cities as he does among poets. It is not Christian or even
Renaissance Rome that stirs his feeling, but the ruins of ancient
Rome, with its memorials of a nobler race of men, for Greece and
Rome seem to be fused for him into one vision of perfection, and like
Winckelmann and Goethe, he has no wish to move on from Italy to
Greece. Quite in the spirit of Schiller’s ‘Die Gétter Griechenlands’,
he declares that with the coming of Christianity, ‘natural tranquil-
lity, undisturbed inner peace’ were for ever lost to mankind. ‘The
nature of man came to be divided, the life of the senses to be set up
against a pure spirituality, and men’s minds were filled with ideas of
poverty, humility and sin which never lost their hold.” A full
awareness of this gulf between ancient and modern is essential for
Humboldt’s twilight mood in Rome. ‘It is only from a distance, only
in isolation from common things, only as past that antiquity must be
seen by us.’ Toexcavate the ruinsis sacrilege, a gain for learning at the
cost of the imagination, and equally disastrous would be any attempt
to cultivate the Campagna or to turn Rome into a well policed city.
From his comfortable house above the Spanish Steps, after one of
Karoline’s parties for Roman painters, he must be able tostroll out, he
seems to imply, through picturesque squalor to dream among the
ruins. ‘If it were not for this heavenly anarchy in Rome, and round
about Rome this priceless wasteland, there would be no room left for
the shades, each one of which outweighs in value the whole race of
today.’37

In Rome Humboldt still expressed regret from time to time at
producing so little, but he was becoming reconciled to his limitations
and more and more sure of his ‘individuality’. ‘As early as 2
February 1796, in the letter to Schiller from which we have quoted,
he had distinguished two equally satisfying ways of life from a third,
the one characteristic of their own age, and for him utterly
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repugnant. The first was the creative life, the attempt to discover, to
create or to be something which would inspire others and add to man’s
inheritance. The second was the carefree enjoyment of life, ‘when a
man is content to exist in happy innocence’. He probably came nearer
to this idyllic state in Rome than ever before, though he also
experienced there, for the first time, profound sorrow. In Rome, he
wrote to F. A. Wolf, enjoyment became a fruitful occupation and
made one look upon work with a kind of contempt. What he all
through despised as illiberal was the third way of life, that of the
ordinary ‘philistine’, a wretched man, he thought, who was not even
happy most of the time, but lived for work, work for the satisfaction of
merely material needs.® In his laudable preference, following the
Greeks, for things and states of mind valuable in themselves, ends
rather than means, Humboldt seems to have been strangely blind to
the necessary material basis of the higher life, and this again is
typical of the aristocrat in him. Nine-tenths of his fellow-country-
men, after-all, could not do otherwise than work for a mere subsis-
tence, many of them supporting absentee landlords like himself.
Goethe, equally aristocratic in his outlook, was at least more realis-
tic. As a young member of the Weimar court he fully understood how
much they all depended on the exploitation of the peasantry, green-
flies swollen with sap, as he put it in one of his letters, that were sucked
dry in their turn by ants; and in old age he made the lumbermen in the
Masque in Faust II remind the fine ladies and gentlemen;

Denn wirkten Grobe

Nicht auch im Lande,

Wie kimen Feine

Fiir sich zu Stande,

So sehr sie witzten?

Des seid belehret!

Denn ihr erfroret,

Wenn wir nicht schwitzten.*

Humboldt was in fact, as we have seen, an individualist of the type
so common in the age of German Idealism, self-centred from what
seemed to him the highest motives. ‘Thiscodeof ethics’, Sprangersays
in his admirable analysis, ‘puts all culture inside the individual’, not

* If there were no crude ones like us in the country, how could refined ones be there at all, no
matter how clever? Remember this: we have to sweat, to keep you from freezing. (Translated by
Barker Fairley.) i
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in a system of universal objectives or social aims, not in the establishment of.
some form of community life or even in a high standard of living. It is
exactly the mood which led Schiller to put the question: *Can a man be meant,
in the pursuit of any object, to neglect his own inner self? 39

This way of thinking was not in Humboldt, as in so many, the result
of a boyhood steeped in the atmosphere of Pietism. He inherited the
effects of a Pietism that had already been given an aesthetic twist, as
in the theories of art of Kant and Schiller. To quote Spranger again:

Just as a work of art serves no purpose outside itself, but is experienced as
a whole existing for and in itself, so the purpose of man lies in himself alone.
It is, by implication, the enjoyment of the self that is proclaimed here as
an ethical system (even if the deduction is not drawn, as by Schopenhauer
and Nietzsche later, that the world is only justified as an aesthetic
phenomenon),4° .

In his letters to his wife, both in the Italian period and in the-
following eleven years of intensive official activity, Humboldt repeat-
edly speaks of the need he feels of cultivating detachment; ‘of
looking at the world as a spectacle, rather than as a serious concern in
which one must actively intervene’, ‘of learning to see one’s actions as
a negligible factor in the world process and only important for one’s
private view of things and private evaluation of them’.4! A successful’
man of action, he knows well, must always be ready to assert himself
vigorously, but he contrasts himself with such a man much as
Schiller opposed the Idealist to the Realist: ‘One whois right down in’
it, only seldom and abstractedly looks beyond the present, and one
who needs a broad view of things, rarely involves himself deeply.’
Even in the midst of momentous negotiations in 1813, during the
armistice following the battle of Bautzen, Humboldt writes: ‘One
must have a world of one’s own within, over which the waves of life
roll on, while it quietly grows unseen.’4%

Humboldt was not of course completely detached, or he would not
have become one of Prussia’s leading statesmen. In Parisand Rome he
became conscious of the ties that bound him to Germany, and
especially after the battle of Jena, to Prussia. Nor was he perhaps quite
so free from the love of power as he imagined. He was pleased, at any
rate, to be offered so important and congenial a task as the reorgani-
zation of the Prussian educational system. His wide culture, com-
plete integrity, strong sense of justice and outstanding intellectual
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ability made him extremely successful, in spite of great difficulties,
both as head of the Department of Education and later in the highest
posts in the Prussian foreign service. If he had had a spark more of
ambition in him he might have taken Hardenberg’s place as Prussian
premier in 1817. But he could not intrigue for power, and though
admired for his energy and skill, he was constantly reproached for his
apparent lack of ‘Gemiit’ or temperament. His comment was:

To that I can only reply that I thank my Creator that I have not got what these
gentlemen call their ‘Gemiit'. I should indeed have a poor opinion of mine,
if it just lay on top like a plant in the sand, to be conveniently skimmed off by
them.4?

There is the pride and traditional reserve of the gentleman in these
words, but also the attachment to the inward life which makes him
add: ‘Itisterrible tosee how all the people who talk like this are buried
in reality and all its trash.’

Although Humboldt had so little good to say of worldly success, it
was not pure introspection or day-dreaming that delighted him, not
mental activity with no external object, but on the contrary a
ceaseless turning over in his mind of the results of his experience in his
quest for understanding, a distillation of the widest possible ex-
perience of life into wisdom. It is in this sense that he aimed at
universality. While at his busiest with plans for educational reform he
writes:

My life must continue to be, as before, one of contemplation and reflection.
In general, perhaps the best thing a man can do with his life is to take away
with him a living picture of the world, properly unified. For me in particular
no task is more suited, more imposed upon me by my nature.

He had said the same in the early days in Rome:

He who can say to himself when he dies: ‘I havegrasped and made into a part
of my humanity as much of the world as I could’, that man has reached
fulfilment...In the higher sense of the word, he has really lived.45

The same thought occurs earlier still in the poem ‘An den erwarteten
Sohn’, written in Spain, and it is the burden of the Briefe an eine
Freundin.

To feel and to understand life in its fullness, there is indeed
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something Faustian in this aim, and within his limits Humboldt
steadily pursued it. When he and his wife, after twelve years of great
happiness together, experienced their first great sorrow, at the sudden
death of their nine-year-old son, Humboldt was at first inconsolable,
but he applied his whole mind and will to the conversion of this
suffering into a positive gain, as he did with all forms of experience. In
his frequent references in the correspondence with his wife to the
family bereavements which they felt so deeply, we see clearly how
much more of the Protestant than of the Stoic tradition entered into
his attitude to life in maturity, in spite of his calling himself ‘a poor
heathen, who cannot bear the churches’.#6 He does not wish to
shelter himself from suffering, or to cultivate indifference to t, for life
resides for him in feeling. He never speaks of nature, like'Goethe, as
a kindly mother. He was not much interested in nature unless it-had’
been humanized, as he found it in the landscape of France and Italy,
and natural science he left to his brother Alexander. He did not.
habitually think of the world and man as under the protection of a
watchful deity. He saw every man open to pain and calamity without
warning, with no protection but the resources of hlS own mind. After
the death of a second child he writes: :

It is as if fate purposely went such hidden and mysterious ways, in order to
test the heart in sorrow and in joy, to make of life a labyrmth in which every
moment one loses the objects around, to find home only in oneself.

External events are governed by laws indifferent to man. ‘Feeling
winds its way through them and developes and strengthens itself in
the process, and it remains victorious in the end, because it is always
able to remain independent.’4” Or again four years later:

There is only one summit in life, to have taken the measure in feeling of
everything human, to have emptied to the lees what fate offers, and to remain
quiet and gentle, allowmg new life freely to take shape as it will within the
heart.48

The way in which Humboldt achieved his kind of spirituality was
still by ‘Bildung’, by training his imagination to hold every event in
life at a distance, abstracting its essence from its practical import for
him. In a letter to Princess Luise from Vienna he said that when
anything unpleasant happened to him, his first reaction was to try to
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laugh at himself. In English we should say that such a man had a sense
of humour, and we do hear from many who knew him that he saw the
funny side of everything and kept his family at table in fits of
laughter, a thing one would never guess from his published work or
even from his letters. All reality, he explained, affected him through
the imagination. The pleasure he felt in the well defined character of
men and things, their essence, one might say, outweighed for him
their immediate effect and that of the personal relation in which he
stood to them. Haym, who quotes this passage, says of Humboldt’s
religion: ‘Humboldt’s religious feeling...sprang from exactly the
same source as had been the origin of the Reden iiber die Religion’,4®
the Discourses on Religion of Schleiermacher, which H. A. Korff too
sees as a kind of gospel of ‘Bildung’. Like the intellectuals to whom
Schleiermacher primarily addressed his words, Humboldt had early
been estranged from Christianity by ‘Enlightened’ criticism of its
incompatibility with modern thought, its unacceptable mythology, its
claim to the exclusive possession of the truth and so on, but when he
re-read the Bible late in life, he was surprised to find how strongly it
appealed to him. He was strongly attracted too, however, by the
Indian Bhagavadgita, which he read in 1825 and expounded to the
Berlin Academy of Sciences. He thought he found here his own
doctrine of detachment and his own belief in the immateriality of the
soul. Like Goethe, he found it inconceivable that the miracle of
personality achieved by man could perish with him. This thought had
occupied him, as we have seen, since he had discussed it on that sofa
in Berlin with Jette Herz. After assuming many forms, the ideaseems
to come very close to Goethe’s of a selective immortality, as it is
expressed at the end of the Helena act in Faust I1.5° More often
however he speaks of it as a hope, and one on which we should not
allow ourselves to lean too much, lest it should make us unfaithful to
the earth.5! ' v

To judge from the Briefe an eine Freundin, Humboldt came in his
later years to think more and more in terms of Christian symbolism,
interpreted however for the most part in humanistic ways. He can still
write: “The true aim of earthly existence, in my view, is not just
happiness, but the development of all the germs that lie in the
individual endowment of a human life.’32 But this universalism gives
way more and more, in the second half of the letters, written after his
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wife’s death in 1829, to praise of a life led in and for thought, for ideas,
as something desirable in itself, and at the same time the best
preparation for death and the life to come. Self-cultivation comes to
be thought of as pursuit of ‘the salvation of the soul’. Humboldt is
constantly using expressions like ‘ passing over’, ‘taking over’, imply-
ing a transition from one form of life to another after death, in which
some quintessential of humanity, like ‘Faust’s immortal elements’,
survives the change. More and more, life comes for him to be
directed towards the distillation of these elements out of human
experience. Life is a task to be carried through to the end, and death
is its last stage, or ‘Earth is a place of testing and development, a stage
towards something higher and better; we must gain the power here to
comprehend what is beyond the earthly. For heavenly bliss too cannot
be a mere gift, but must always in a certain way be earned.’s?
Salvation of the soul then is the final aim of self-cultivation:

I use this expression intentionally in order not to exclude any means that a
man may choose for his spiritual improvement. For he can raise himself to a
higher stage of spirituality by a continually fuller and purer development of
his ideas, by more and more vigorous efforts to improve his character, or he
can reach the same goal by the shorter path of simple piety.3

It is inevitably only an incomplete impression of Humboldt as man
and writer that can be conveyed by any selection from hisletters. Too
little has been said about his scholarly work, especially in linguistics,
where his range is amazing; nothing about the achievements in
diplomacy of one whom Talleyrand counted among the three or four
outstanding statesmen he had known in Europe; and hardly any-
thing about his personality as it appeared to others. The brilliant
appreciation written in 1837 by Varnhagen von Ense gives us on this
last point the views of a younger contemporary, not blinded by any
excess of sympathy, yet unable to withhold the highest praise. In his
picture of Humboldt we see a man of unlimited intellectual capacity
who, in conversation with slower-witted companions, used to frisk
playfully all round them in humorous sallies which, though never
unkind, sometimes reached a Mephistophelian pitch of audacity.
Behind his mask of reserve, however, Varnhagen insists, he hid a
sensitive nature and great depth of feeling, only expressed without
embarrassment in his old age. The feature Varnhagen puts first in his
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characterization and stresses throughout is Humboldt’s indepen-
dence of age and circumstance:

Of Humboldt, if of anyone, it can be said that he made his own circumstan-
ces, that his mind held unfettered sway over them, using everything fate
offered him in his own way, rejecting some things, dismayed by none,
rising superior to most, and in this respect too always able to summon up
greater powers when he wished.5

In making this the central feature in his analysis, Varnhagen
confirms what Humboldt frequently asserted about his own efforts
since boyhood, to make of himself what in the depth of his heart he
wished to be, the efforts we have followed through many phases.
Further confirmation comes from the most kindred to him in spirit
among all his distinguished friends, the one he held to be the greatest
man he had ever known, Schiller, who, in his last letter to himin April
1805 said that the distance between them now in space had never
prevented their full understanding of each other as of old, for they
were both idealists, and would be ashamed to have it said of them ‘ that
it was things that shaped us and not we who shaped things’.58 If we
include among the raw material to be shaped by the spirit, as Schiller
certainly would, the cruder elements in a man’s own nature, we may
take this idea of the primacy of the will as an indication from two
devotees of ‘Bildung’ of what they held to be its very essence.
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GOETHE: WILHELM MEISTERS
LEHRJAHRE (1795-6)

In a famous ‘Fragment’ published in 1798 in the periodical of the
early German Romantics, the Athendum, Friedrich Schlegel des-
cribed the French Revolution, Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre (1794) and
Goethe's Wilhelm Meister as the three greatest ‘tendencies’ of the age,
and from his following remarks it is clear that he was challenging
normal opinion by putting the appearance of a philosophical and a
literary work on the same level of cultural importance as a political
event already generally regarded as a turning point in history. This
assessment and his long review of the Lehrjahre, the series of letters
written by Schiller between 1794 and 1796, as Goethe sent him
successive books of it before publication, and admiring comments by
innumerable German writers and critics down to Hofmannsthal,
Hermann Hesse and Thomas Mann, above all perhaps the fact that
the novel has been imitated in a whole series of * Bildungsromane’and.
made this the German species of the novel, all this indicates that it is
felt to be peculiarly -German and representative. The rather luke-
warm appreciation of the work by English critics apart from Carlyle
tends to reinforce this view. When T. S. Eliot wrote in 1929 that
Goethe, unlike Dante, ‘always rouses a strong sentiment of disbelief
in what he says’, he was not going any further than D. G. Rossettiand
several others down to D. H. Lawrence. They find Goethe thought-
provoking but difficult, and if their ignorance of German cuts them off
from his poetry, they have not the patience to explore what is so
_ obviously an alien tradition. Though the early books of the Lehrjahre
are a good story by any standards, the novel as a whole is evidently,
like so many German novels, intended to interest the reader at least as
much by its ideas as by its presentations of character and events. Our
purpose is to study it primarily as an interpretation of life, an
expression of Goethe’s mature thought but also, through him, of his
age and its inherited traditions.

In a typical ‘Bildungsroman’ we are shown the development of
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an intelligent and open-minded young man in a complex, modern
society without generally accepted values; he gradually comes to
decide, through the influence of friends, teachers and chance ac-
quaintances as well as the ripening of his own intellectual and perhaps
artistic capacities and interests as his experience in these fields grows,
what is best in life for him and how he intends to pursueit. We see him
learning to deal with the common problems of personal and social
relationships, acquiring a point of view in practical matters and above
all a‘Weltanschauung’, a lay religion or general philosophy of life, or
perhaps one after another. Adventurous episodes may be introduced
by the author to maintain interest, but in general there is enough
variety if the hero meets well contrasted friends in different social
milieux, and of course falls in love with more than one kind of girl,
some appealing to his senses and some to his mind. The novel
usually ends when he has attained to some degree of maturity, and
what he does with his life later is not revealed to us. There is often a
large autobiographical element in such novels, so the favourite herois
a writer or artist, not a man of action. There had been ‘artist-
novels’ in Germany from Wieland’s time, and there was a fresh
outcrop with the Romantics, but in these the hero is more fully
conscious of his own unique personality and more eager to take the
lead than Wilhelm Meister and the normal dreamy ‘Bildungsroman’
hero. :
It is true that in the first version of Wilhelm Meister, not publishe

by Goethe but known from a manuscript copy made by a friend in
Zirich, only discovered in 1910, the centre of interest is Wilhelm’s
own career as a dramatist, actor and theatre-manager in the making,
who lives for the ambitious dream of reforming the German theatre
and making it into a means of educating the public through art,
exactly the kind of dream which inspired Schiller’s address about the
possible effects of a good standing theatre to the ‘ German Society’ at
Mannheim in June, 1784, while he was engaged as theatre poet by the
Mannheim National Theatre. When Goethe sent him, ten years later,
the proofs of the first book of Wilhelm Meister, Schiller wrote back that
he could remember only too well his own experience of life and love
in a theatrical troupe such as Goethe had so well described. In his
lecture, partly to please his bourgeois audience, he had adopted the
tone of the Enlightenment and said things like this:
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The stage is the channel, open to all, into which the light of wisdom pours
down from the superior, thinking part of the people, to spread from there in
milder beams through the whole state. More correct ideas, sounder prin-
ciples, purer feelings flow from here through all the veins of the people.
The mists of barbarism, of dark superstition vanish, night gives way to
victorious light.

The thinking is as mixed up as the metaphors, but many shared these
opinions. Iffland had been sent to the theatre by his father at the age
of eight to see Lessing’s Miss Sara Sampson because it ‘taught a good
lesson’ and decided on the stage, instead of the church, as a career,
thinking of it as he did as ‘a school of wisdom, of beautiful feelings’,
and from the same Hanover school K. P. Moritz had run away with
similar intentions but eventually taken to writing and become the
author of Anton Retser, an autobiographical novel of which one is often
reminded in reading Wilhelm Meisters Theatralische Sendung. When
Goethe wrote his novel of the theatre, between 1777 and 1785, he was
busy, amongst many other things, with the amateur theatre at the
court of Weimar, doubling the role of maitre des plaisirs of the Duke
with that of minister and member of the small governing council of
state. Like Wilhelm, he traced his interest in the theatre back to his
grandmother’s gift of a puppet-theatre when he was a small boy, and
he had been writing plays and reading and seeing French classical
drama since boyhood. Herder had made him an enthusiastic admirer
of Shakespeare at twenty-one, and Goethe’s ‘Shakespearian’ his-
torical play, Gétz von Berlichingen, had made a name for him in
Germany a year or more before his European success with the novel
Werther. The atmosphere of the time and his own close acquaintance
with the German theatre as dramatist and writer of operettas per-
formed in many places, and further as a leading spirit in the amateur
theatre in Weimar for several years, made it quite natural that he
should conceive the idea of a theatre novel reflecting the striking
developments which had taken place in Germany in forty or fifty years
round the middle of the eighteenth century, and especially the
establishment of National Theatres and the gradual transformation of
the repertoire by the inclusion of Shakespeare and plays in the
English tradition. It is interesting to note that there was nothing
national in the normal sense of the word about the National
Theatres, except that they presented their plays in German, unlike
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the French players and Italian opera troupes hitherto occasionally
invited to entertain German courts. They put on original German
plays by preference, but there were not nearly enough to go round,
and much use had to be made of translations, at the first National
Theatre in Hamburg, 1767-9, where Lessing was engaged as ‘Drama-
turg’, and at all its successors in Vienna, Gotha, Mannheim,
Berlin, Weimar etc. They were. essentially subsidized repertory
theatres, mostly, unlike the first one, in one of the capitals of
Germany’s many small states and so often described also as court
theatres. They tried to raise the status of actors by taking them off the
road and paying them better, but their economic situation was
usually precarious, even in Vienna and Berlin. There were far too
many of them for a poor country to support, but this was of course the
beginning, fostered by inter-state rivalry, of the later German system
of state and municipal theatres, through which a good theatre, for
drama and opera, has come to be considered just as essential to the
cultural life of any centre of population as libraries and art galleries.!
When Goethe resumed work on the novel in 1794, after a break of
eight or nine years, he found it necessary to revise drastically what he
had written to bring it into line with his new conception of the cen-
tral theme. In spite of these changes the point of transition from the
old material to the new, at the end of what is now the fifth book, was
unmistakable even before the discovery of the Ziirich manuscript. Up
to this point the style is realistic. Except for two obviously poetic or
symbolic figures, Mignon and the Harpist, the characters and action
produce the illusion of being described from life in all its complexity
and unexpectedness, not constructed and arranged following a plan.
This freshness is more marked in the Theatralische Sendung itself.
Goethe’s skilful use of Susanne von Klettenberg’s papers in the sixth
book of the Lehrjahre gives it too something of the same depth and
unpredictability, but the last three books lack this irrational charm,
being too obviously didactic and utopian. They were written much
more quickly than the earlier books, and in writing them Goethe has
evidently always followed closely a systematic plan like the one he
drew up for Faust when he tried to complete in the 1790s a drama of
which the beginnings had grown in his imagination unsought in vivid
fragments. The new centre of interest in the novel was to be not the
hero’s character or adventures or accomplishments in themselves, but
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the visible link between his successive experiences and awareness of
worthy models and his gradual achievement of a fully rounded
personality and well tested philosophy of life. The theatre novel was
to become a ‘Bildungsroman’.

It was entirely natural that after seventeen years the idea of
educating and improving society through the theatre should have lost
its former appeal for Goethe. About the theatre and its influence
Goethe had now few illusions, especially since he had unwillingly
taken over in 1791 the general supervision for the Duke of the newly
established Weimar Court Theatre. In time, with the inspiring
cooperation of Schiller, and direct acquaintance with the work of a
really great actor, Ifland, he was to acquire a new interest and take a
full share in raising the art of the theatre in Germany to a new peak,
but ‘while writing the Lehrjahre he could only treat Wilhelm’s
idealistic efforts for the theatre with irony, as an episode in his
education by personal experience. When Jarno, the raisonneur of the
later books, asks Wilhelm: ‘How are you getting on with your
fanciful plans of doing something for art and morality in the
company of gypsies?’ Wilhelm recites a litany of disappointments
with the personal deficiencies of his actor friends, only to be laughed
at by Jarno for expecting them to be any better than men in general.
He had been describing not the theatre but the world (vi1, 3). What he
had learnt specifically from the actors, together with their aristo-
cratic patrons, was to become more fully conscious than he had been
instinctively since early manhood of the human limitations of the
section of society to which he belonged by birth, the commercial
middle class.

The point at which the revised version, the Lehrjahre, first
explicitly reveals itself as a ‘ Bildungsroman’is in the third chapter of
Book Five, where Wilhelm firmly rejects the proposals sent to him by
his business associate, Werner, for the re-organization of their firm
after the recent death of Wilhelm’s father. This is just before the
middle of the completed novel, when Goethe has made use of about
four fifths of the contents of his first version. Looking back and
comparing, one finds that he has re-written the Sendung, changing it
in many ways to suit his new conception.. The result is that the
theatre no longer seems to be for Wilhelm the one thing of interest in
life, which he meets with in many different forms on his business
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journeys, and soon sets out to reform with all the self-confidence of a
young genius. It is one experience among many, though still pre-
dominant, and Wilhelm learns from it, in his engaging, open-
minded way, as he learns from everyone and everything, often noting
down his observations for our benefit. His love of art and literature is
no longer a sign of creative talent, expressing itself in revolt against a
philistine and divided home, but an expression of the natural tastes of
a young man from a well-to-do family, whose grandfather had been a
discriminating collector of pictures and whose parents, though they
sell the paintings to pay for a fine house, splendidly furnished,
evidently take an aesthetic pleasure in it, for they hardly entertain at
all, whereas their friends and later partners, the Werners, have their
dark old house always full of guests. It is only young Werner whois a
thorough-going capitalist, though still of an early type. He believes,
like the merchants praised in the Spectator, that he is contributing to
universal happiness by pursuing his own interest, and prudently
observing the old-fashioned virtues, order, economy, perseverance,
self-control. He lives, as he boasts, by other men’s follies, and
usefulness to him is his criterion for everyone and everything. His
ruling idea is that his capital must be productive, not of human
satisfaction but of more depersonalized wealth. So he proposes in his
long letter to Wilhelm (v, 2} to marry Wilhelm’s sister, as had long
been planned, and to take her and her mother into his already
over-crowded house, for what does a little inconvenience matter
compared with the prospect of adding greatly to their capital by
selling the Meisters’ fine big house, always a useless luxury like the
picture collection before it? He hopes that Wilhelm has not inherited
the silly notions that had run in his family so far! He congratu-
lates him on having made so many interesting and useful observa-
tions on his journey — Wilhelm, not daring to tell his father how
he had really spent his time, had pretended to have been keeping
a diary, as his father had recommended, and made up with the
help of a friend pages full of statistics and technical descriptions to
send home. Werner’s letter convinces Wilhelm finally that the life of
a prosperous merchant has no appeal for him now, and-“that it is only
in the theatre that he can complete the “ Bildung ” which he desires for
himself’.

In the following chapter we have Wilhelm’s reply to Werner,
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explaining, in conciliatory terms, how differently from Werner he
now sees the world, and why only work in the theatre will satisfy him.
It is tempting to take this letter as expressing the author’s own views
and to make it the key to the novel, but it is important to remember
that it is Wilhelm who is speaking, long before his ‘Bildung’ is
complete, and speaking in such a way as to make his adoption of values
very unlike those of the normal merchant as palatable as possible to his
future brother-in-law. He seems to make both the lessons he has learnt
so far and the kind of satisfaction he hopes for in an acting career
surprisingly external, but the changes that have already taken placein
him go far beyond the improvement which he mentions in his
physique, in his manner and bearing in society, and in his voice and
speech. He has come to realize his limitations as a ‘Biirger’, the
carefully brought up son of a good middle-class family, first of :all
through sharing the bohemian life of a group of actors. The contrast
is complete. Instead of the “sacred economy’ of money and time, the
love of order and a rationalized way of life excluding surprise and
adventure, Wilhelm encounters what may sometimes seem to him
idleness, waste and fecklessness, but is more often admired as the
naive insouciance of genius, generosity, courage. He never quite loses
his bourgeois prejudices, but he soon realizes that this almost totally
opposite point of view can have its attractions for a free spirit. Though
the actors are the paid servants of art, it is their naturalness that
attracts him to them as individuals. At their best they have the charm
of the spontaneous, at their worst they are merely human. Unlike the
worthy Werner they can live in the moment, indulge their senses
without shame and appreciate physical grace and dexterity. They
teach Wilhelm to fence, to dance and to take people of all sorts for
> what they are, whether socially approved or not. They are spon-
taneous above all in their affections. Mariane, Mme Melina, Philine
follow the heart and not the middle-class code. Listening to Mme
Melina’s open confession before the village judge of her relations
before marriage with the man she already looked upon as her
husband, Wilhelm ‘formed a high opinion of the girl’s character,
while the officials wrote her down as a shameless hussy and the
townspeople present thanked God that cases of this kind had either
never happened in their families, or never been found out’. Wilhelm
of course, like Werther envying the peasant boy his naive expression
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of passion, is of the age of Rousseau, and in his early manhood it is the
winged god he worships, but already at the end of the Lehrjahre love
has become the goddess of family life, the bond of a social institu-
tion. The love of order is too deeply engrained in Wilhelm to be
completely dispelled at any time by the passing appeal of spontaneity
in others. If Wilhelm is ever to become an artist, he, like Gustav
Aschenbach (Der Tod in Venedig), or Goethe himself, will carry over
into his new profession at least the love of orderly habits and the full
use of time. But just as his infatuation with the theatre and with
Mariane makes him blind to the tawdriness of the scenery and
properties as he waits for his mistress in the wings, so the sight of her
untidy bedroom, littered with scraps of finery, ribbons, hairpins,
toilet articles bearing the signs of use, clothes and possessions of all
kinds in dusty heaps, gives him a delightful feeling of intimacy,
though his own room at home is a model of elegance and artistic taste.
Similarly the gay friendliness of Philine, her careless generosity, her
outspokenness and intolerance of humbug, her bright ideas for
amusingly passing the time — these and similar traits in Laertes,
Friedrich and the rest make him happy to forget, at least for a time,
the claims of caution and restraint. Although Goethe does not
conceal the danger of giving impulse and instinct free play, and sets off
the generosity and grace of some with the avarice and stupidity of
others, the immediate effect on Wilhelm of living with the actors isa
kind of re-assessment of all values which confirms him in his
unworldliness. In these chapters Friedrich Schlegel was given many
a hint for his apology for idleness (in Lucinde), Brentano for his
baiting of the philistine and the whole romantic myth of the artist’s in-
herent superiority to the normal citizen was given a powerful impetus.

When he replies to Werner, Wilhelm has already had some
experience of another way of living and thinking besides the theatre
which is new and attractive to him as a ‘Biirger’. The theatre itself
provides an introduction for Wilhelm to aristocratic society, just as
Goethe’s literary distinction had given him the entrée to the court of
Weimar. There is a certain logic in this transition, because if the
nobleman was free through his inherited wealth and privileges, the
actor became something of a free artist in Germany earlier, for
instance, than the writer. So in the 1770s and 1780s, roughly the
period of the Lehrjahre, the stage attracted middle-class boys with
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some education and artistic leanings, like Ifland and K. P. Moritz, as
we have seen, and Wilhelm can plausibly put forward the idea that as
an actor he will enjoy what matters to him of the freedom for which all
envy the nobleman, the freedom to be himself, with the expectation of
being appreciated for his personal qualities.

Having undeceived Werner about the misleading diary and told
him that a life of money-making and mindless relaxation is not at all
his own ideal, Wilhelm writes:

At the back of my mind, it has been my wish and intention since my youth to
develop to the full my own self, the powers that are in me. My ideas have not
changed, but I see rather more clearly now by what means I can realize
them][...] If I were a nobleman, we should soon agree, but as [ am only of the
middle class, I must adopt a course of my own, and I want you to
understand me. I don’t know how it is in other countries, but in Germany it
is only for a nobleman that a certain general development of his personality is
possible. A ‘Biirger’ can earn his reward and at a pinch perhaps train his
mind, but whatever he may do, his personality does not count.? o

A gentleman, on the other hand, Wilhelm believes, values his
individual personality in itself and expects others to do so, as his
dignified bearing shows. Serlo, the accomplished actor, explains to
him in detail later how difficult it is to imitate the manners of a
gentleman, because they are mainly negative, and the result of long
practice. He must never hurry, or betray his feelings, but maintain the
same unruffled calm. with everyone and in any situation. Goethe
clearly has in view what Lord Chesterfield in his famous Letters to his
son had called “the lesser talents’ ~ ‘an engaging manner, an easy good
breeding, a genteel behaviour and address’. We can only understand
the emphasis he makes Wilhelm lay on these externals and Wilhelm’s
extraordinary expectation that as an actor he will, though a mere
‘Biirger’, find in displaying himself on the stage a similar satisfaction
in his own all-round development. as he attributes to the born
aristocrat, if we take Goethe’s attitude towards his hero as ironical,
here as in so many other places. The reality behind the aristocratic
mask has been clearly displayed in Book Three, and Wilhelm has
himself been made to agree with the actors in the belief that only a
comparatively poor man can appreciate the happiness of inwardness,
and be capable of true friendship and fidelity (1v, 2). The troupe,
accompanied by Wilhelm, had been invited by a count to his
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mansion, to help to entertain a general of princely rank and his staff,
and Wilhelm had gone gladly, full of the highest expectations and
‘praising his genius’ for leading him up to ‘the higher regions’ where
dwelt the thrice blest favourites of fortune, who would surely, in their
privileged position, have learnt discrimination, and directed their
minds to the necessary, the useful, the true sooner than most - irony
again of course on Goethe’s part-at Wilhelm’s naiveté (111, 2). Seen at
close quarters, the aristocracy are found to be just as full of illusions
about themselves as ordinary mortals and everything about them is
fagade, like the beautiful but chimneyless fireplace in the unfurn-
ished building where the troupe has to spend its first night. The actors
find that their patrons, from the Count downwards, know little about
art though surrounded by beautiful things. Literature and the drama
are two forms of distraction among the many in their lives. All praise
the Baron as poet and connoisseur, but he is quite evidently a vain
poetaster. When an anonymous poem about him causes malicious glee
among the actors, Wilhelm reproaches them for falling into the usual
German blunder of running down the achievements of men of rank in
the arts, but this is perhaps a cover for Goethe’s expression in these
verses of a feeling to which he himself, as a bourgeois poet at the
court, was not a stranger:

Ich armer Teufel, Herr Baron,

Beneide Sie um Ihren Stand,

Um Ihren Platz so nah am Thron,

Und um manch schén Stiick Ackerland,
Um Ihres Vaters festes Schlof,

Um seine Wildbahn und Geschofi.

Mich armen Teufel, Herr Baron,
Beneiden Sie, so wie es scheint,

Weil die Natur von Knaben schon

Mit mir es miitterlich gemeint.

Ich ward mit leichtem Mut und Kopf
Zwar arm, doch nicht ein armer Tropf.

Nun dicht’ ich, lieber Herr Baron,
Wir lieflen’s beide, wie wir sind:
Sie blieben des Herrn Vaters Sohn,
Und ich blieb” meiner Mutter Kind.
Wir leben ohne Neid und Haf3,
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Begehren nicht des andern Titel,
Sie keinen Platz auf dem Parnaf3,
Und keinen ich in dem Kapitel.*3

In the Utopian world of the later chapters, differences of rank are, as
Schiller put it, treated as completely negligible when humane issues
are at stake, though he wondered how the ordinary reader would ac-
cept a novel ending with three marriages which are all misalliances. In
the third book however the social gulf is very real, even between two
people as attractive in each other’s eyes as Wilhelm and the Coun-
tess. They are described as exchanging meaningful glances across this
gulf much as two outposts of opposing armies, separated by a river,
fraternize with each other without thinking of the war in which they
are fighting. There are hints of many fleeting love affairs at the castle
which break down all barriers, but they are typical of the morals of the
rococo age, painted here in all its heartlessness and charming
elegance. There is a memorable description of the Countess dressed
for a banquet. All about her is artifice, yet this supreme art has the
effect of the natural. ‘If Minerva leapt completely armed from the
head of Jupiter, this goddess seems to have stepped out from some
flower light-footedly in full array.’ The picture of the Countess’s lever,
at which Wilhelm’s reading of scenes from his play is interrupted by
a succession of momentous trifles, has only one rival in German
literature, the first act of Hofmannsthal’s Rosenkavalier.

All this is of course-to be regarded as a part of Wilhelm’s aesthetic
education, which is continued when the troupe leaves the Count’s
mansion, with Wilhelm now as its elected head. It is no longer the
actor’s life in itself which serves Wilhelm’s further development, so
much as his delighted exploration of the work of Shakespeare, first
brought to his notice, as a dramatist really worthy of his study, by
Jarno at the mansion. Wilhelm revels to begin with in the richness and
variety of Shakespeare and lives himself into his characters, seeing

* 1, poor devil, dear Baron, envy you your rank, your place so close to the throne, and many a fine
piece of arable, your father's castle too, his shooting preserve and rents.

Me, poor devil, dear Baron, you envy, as it seems, because nature wasa kindly mother to me even
as a boy. I grew up with a cheerful temper, poor indeed, but not a poor dolt.

Now it seems to me, dear Baron, we'd better leave things asthey are, that you should remain your
father's son, and I my mother’s child. Let's live without envy or hate, and neither seek the
other’s title, you claiming no seat on Parnassus, and I none in cathedral chapters. (Only the very
blue-blooded were elected to these perquisites.) . .
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himself as a kind of Prince Hal who finds pleasure for a time in the
company of low companions. He even adopts a fanciful form of dress,
wearing a bright silk scarf round his waist and a kind of ruff, made of
strips of muslin sewn to his shirt. Goethe shows us how he gradually
discovers more and more in Shakespeare, first in Hamlet, the play
which made the deepest impression in the Sturm und Drang period,
when Shakespeare was introduced by degrees into the repertoire of
the German theatre, above all by F. L. Schroder in Hamburg, from
1776, after he had prepared the ground by producing a series of
post-Shakespearian English comedy and tragedy. The domestic
dramas of Lessing and his imitators and the strong stuff of Sturm und
Drang had also helped to wean the public from French classicism and
‘comédie larmoyante’. Erich Trunz has well brought out the novelty
of the chapters about Wilhelm’s enthusiastic reading and produc-
tion, the interesting feature of which is not so much the particular
interpretation of Hamlet which is offered, clearly in part a character-
ization of the hero himself, as the quasi-religious attitude of Wilhelm
to the art of Shakespeare. :

It is a way of experiencing art which was only fully developed in the age of
Goethe. Art means something like this for Wackenroder’s Klosterbruder too
[in the Herzensergiefungen] and for Hoffmann’s Kapellmeister Kreisler (in
Kater Murr). This way of seeing art only became possible in a world for which
the Church had ceased to answer all men’s questions, but where man stands
before the Sphinx of life and the best interpretation that he finds is
expressed asart. It has become a feature of modern education (' Bildung’) that
there is a way of experiencing art which reveals the world, but this
recognition dates from the Lehrjahre. Theorists like Herder had spoken about
it earlier, but here a poet creates for us someone going through the
experience.?

It must be admitted that Wilhelm is not seen in the novel to derive
any very clear revelations from Shakespeare about life and the world,
but the plays and his own experience begin to throw light on each
other. It is immediately after his realization of his own conceit and
rashness in leading the actors by a dangerous route, where they were
attacked and plundered by robbers, that he interprets ‘ The time is out
of joint; O cursed spite, That ever I was born to set it right!’ as
an indication that Shakespeare wanted to show us ‘a great deed laid
upon a soul that is not capable of it’, like an oak-tree planted in a
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flower-vase (1v, 13). Similarly we are reminded of his tendency to
ascribe misfortunes passively to ‘fate’ which could well have been
prevented, the bad habit of which three mysterious strangers on
separate occasions try to cure him, when he says that it is left to fate
to accomplish the revenge of which neither Hamlet nor the subter-
ranean powers had been capable (1v, 15).

It is still from people, from personal relations, that Wilhelm learns
most in the fourth book, which is about the motley company’s fate
after leaving the temporary security of the Count’s mansion. Even-
tually all make their way to a large town where Serlo, a famous
actor-manager already known to Wilhelm, runs his own standing
theatre. Serlo is in all essentials modelled on F. L. Schréder, the
German Garrick, in Hamburg. Wilhelm has long discussions about
Shakespeare with Serlo and his sister Aurelie, whose talent is as
outstanding as her brother’s, though it is in emotional scenes that she
excels, while he is a comic and character actor. Compared with Serlo,
who has theatre blood in his veins and has learnt his art in an acting
career of the utmost variety which began in his earliest years;
Wilhelm will always be an amateur, but his idealism and poetic
sensibility impress the hardened professional so much that, having
trouble with his present troupe, he offers to take on all Wilhelm’s
friends if he himself will join them as jeune premier. Wilhelm does not
immediately accept the invitation. For one thing, he has regained a
certain interest in commerce through seeing new aspects of it in the
big town and hesitates to give up all that it might provide him with.
But his deepest desire, he admits, anticipating the fuller statement he
is to make in the letter to Werner already mentioned, is ‘to unfold and
develop the capacities which may lie in him, whether in body or mind,
for the good and the beautiful’. He is grateful and amazed that ‘fate’
seems to be giving him a second chance of realizing what he had
dreamt of before Mariane’s unfaithfulness, a great and beneficent
career in the theatre. Perhaps the love of art had always been his

life?

Wilhelm's reference to Mariane suggests a closer look at the role
played by women in Wilhelm’s ‘Bildung’. Is it true, as D. H.
Lawrence once wrote to Aldous Huxley (27 March 1928), that
‘Wilhelm Meister is amazing as a book of peculiar immorality, the
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perversity of intellectualized sex, and the utter incapacity for any
development of contact with any other human being, which is
peculiarly bourgeois and Goethean’? The sentences which follow
show that Lawrence was completely equating Wilhelm with Goethe
himself, which is surely unjustified, a misuse of fiction. ‘Goethe
began millions of intimacies’, it goes on, ‘but never got beyond the
how-do-you-do stage, then fell off into his own boundless ego. He
perverted himself into perfection and God-likeness.” A very similar
impression of Goethe himself had been conveyed by Max Beerbohm
in the essay Quia Imperfectum of 1919: ° Of Goethe we are shy for such
reasons as that he was never injudicious, never lazy, always in his best
form - and always in love with some lady or another just so much as
was good for the development of his soul and his art, and never more
than that by a tittle.” This note is struck as early as 1850 by Walter
Bagehot in his Shakespeare essay, where he says of Goethe: ‘He
moved hither and thither through life, but he was always a man apart
...In every scene he was there, and he made it clear that he was there,
with a reserve, and as a stranger. He went there to experience ..
No scene and nosubject were to him what Scotland and Scotch nature
were-to Sir Walter Scott.” George Eliot, though she greatly admired
Goethe, approved of this criticism, and similar remarks are to be
found about that time in R. H. Hutton’s review of Lewes’s Life of
Goethe, in Sarah Austin and in D. G. Rossetti.® This is an impres-
sion of Goethe which is understandable in Victorian English readers
of Goethe’s autobiographical writings, Poetry and Truth, where he is
consciously reviewing the experiences which have made him what he
is, and the Italian Journey, where his self-confessed seriousness, his
determination to study art and life, as the very German Winckel-
mann had done before him, seems all wrong to readers who associate
the thought of Italy mainly with holidays. One is reminded of Henry
Sidgwick’s alleged reply to a German visitor who said that there was
no word in English quite corresponding to ‘Gelehrte’: ‘Oh yes there
is. We call it “prig”.’ This sums up the instinctive reaction of many of
us to the whole notion of ‘Bildung’, of conscious self-development.
But an attentive reading of Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre does not seem
to me to justify Lawrence’s criticism.

The affair with Mariane is such an old, old story that Goethe chose
in- the revised version to combine it with Wilhelm’s interminable

42



GOETHE: WILHELM MEISTERS LEHRJAHRE

recollections about his first puppet-play and precocious interest in
the theatre. Looking back in Book 1v, as we have just seen, Wilhelm is
not sure whether it was his wish to continue indefinitely the novel
irregular life, into which a chance passion for an actress had plunged
him, which had made him think of the stage as a career, or whether it
was the pure love of art which had made him fall in love with an
actress. In Book 1 (chapter 8) he had however told Mariane that his
love of the theatre had indeed begun with the puppet-plays, and that
in his teens, before his education by private tutors was over, it had
been decided to put him into Herr Werner’s counting-house to be
trained for commerce, and then: ‘My mind turned only the more
decisively away from everything that I considered an unworthy
occupation. I wanted to devote every effort to the stage and to find
there my fortune and happiness.’ It was then that he wrote the poem
about a youth at the cross-roads which is mentioned several times, in
which the muse of tragedy and a figure representing commerce had
contended with each other for him. The collapse of his romance drives
him into the arms of trade, but his deeper feelings are unaltered and
assert themselves when, on his business journey, any form of acting
comes his way. The official moral of the Mariane episode is put into
the mouth of the stranger, really the first emissary of ‘' The Tower’, we
learn later, who talks to Wilhelm in the street just before his
disillusionment with Mariane. The stranger urges him not to.excuse
his habit of following his inclinations by invoking ‘fate’, the will of
higher beings,

giving chance a kind of rationality, to follow which is even a sort of
religion[...] I have no joy in a man, unless he knows what is good for himself
and others, and keeps his arbitrary impulses under control. Everyone has his
own fortune under his hands as the artist has the raw material which he wants

to form into a figure. But it is the same with this art as with all others. Only
the capacity for it is innate, and it must be learnt and carefully practised.

For three or four years Wilhelm applies himself more seriously than
ever to commerce, renouncing his old ambitions in poetry and the
theatre and nursing his grief at his loss, ‘convinced that it was the first
and the last that he would suffer in his life and rejecting any comfort
which suggested to him that these sufferings would ever end’. But
then, on a business journey on horseback, he finds himself enjoying
the fresh air and the fine hilly country, and soon he makes interesting-
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contacts with people. In a small town he comes across Philine and
Mignon almost simultaneously, the first members of the other sex to
play any part in his life after Mariane. Philine, the actress, is as her
name implies a sort of man’s dream, detested by women. She is
golden-haired, cheerful, sprightly and above all uninhibited, but she
is a highly individual creation, not just a sex doll. Her levity is
incurable, but she is recklessly generous, good-hearted and open,
though well able to take care of herself in a crisis, for she has come
through many. A born anarchist, who sees the state as a silly old man
in a wig, she incorporates more than anyone else the attractions of
bohemian freedom for the serious Wilhelm. She represents a con-
stant temptation to let everything slide, and that is her function in the
Bildungsroman. Almost at the end of the novel (vii1, 7) Wilhelm says:
‘I'loved Philine, but could not help despising her.’ In'Book v, 10, after
Philine’s characteristic song about the joys of night, Wilhelm tells the
indignant Aurelie that he could account for every moment when
Philine and he have been together, but the comedy with Philine’s
slippers that night shows that he is far from insensible, and in the wild
night following his triumph as Hamlet, his mysterious nocturnal
visitor turns out eventually to have been Philine, though next day she
runs off with the equally irresponsible Friedrich, and marries him
later. : ’

Mignon, the mysterious girl in boy’s clothes, who looks about
twelve but is more childish than her age, shy and unapproachable,
barely articulate in German and given to strange salaams and capers,
arouses Wilhelm’s compassion. He rescues her from the swarthy
Italian acrobat’s ill-treatment and treats her like a daughter, butin her
devotion she soon seems attached to him in more than a childlike way,
though the longing for a far-off home in her incomparable songs,
which seem to express her nature as the Harpist’s do his, never leaves
her. She seems the very spirit of Romantic poetry-and of Goethe’s
feeling for Italy, but in notes for the continuation of the novel he
applies to her the phrase: ‘madness through discordant relation-
ships’. Her story, when at last we hear it, seems like part of a Gothic
novel of horror.

Book 111 brings for Wilhelm the frequent sight of the Coun-
tess, a paragon of rococo charm married to an old eccentric. She has
every attraction, rank, youth, beauty, elegance and a certain shyness.
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She is not insensitive to a handsome, gifted young man, and they look
at each other with interest across the yawning gulf of rank. The
" mischievous plot of the gay Baroness and Philine for bringing the pair
together alone is foiled by the Count’s unexpected return, to see
himself, as he thinks, sitting in his dressing-gown, reading, a
terrifying omen which makes him turn to Pietism. Wilhelm had been
a very unwilling party to this intrigue, being ‘by nature far removed
from any empty gallantry’, but when he was finally taking leave of the
Countess, she rashly showed signs of her growing liking and he,
emboldened, took her into his arms. Goethe contrives a sharp
awakening to their moral lapse and an effective close to Book 111 by
making the Countess, who had returned Wilhelm’s kisses, suddenly
tear herself away with a cry, put her hand to her heart and beg him,
if he loves her, not to see her again. The author answers later his own
question as to what strange warning of chance or fate tore them
asunder. The diamond-studded portrait-medallion of her husband
which she wore had been pressed painfully against her breast. Before
long, in spite of her doctor’s reassurance, she was convinced she had
cancer, and like her husband took refuge in religion.

In Book 1v, after the attack by armed bandits on the troupe as it
makes its way to the big town, the wounded Wilhelm, left behind
while the rest seek help in a village, is discovered near nightfall
lying with his head in Philine’s lap by a young lady, one of a party on
horseback, followed later by several coaches. The Amazon, as she is
always called later, makes the deepest possible impression on Wil-
helm. ‘He had fixed his eyes on the gentle, dignified, quiet, sym-
pathetic features of the lady approaching. He thought he had never
seen anything more noble and lovable.’” In comparison with her
Philine looked an impudent vagabond. Wilhelm’s wound is dressed by
a surgeon brought from one of the coaches, but soon the party is
hurried on its way by the lady’s uncle, eager to see his family in safer
country. As he faints away again, Wilhelm has a vision as of a saint.
The manservant left behind to look after him eventually finds
quarters for the couple with a clergyman, but when Wilhelm recov-
ers, he cannot find the Amazon’s family from the information left by
her man. In his memory she and the Countess are as alike as twins.

It is only in the last book that this thread is taken up again, and the
Amazon is found to be indeed the Countess’s sister Natalie, about
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whose virtues we have heard in Book vi, the ‘Confessions of a
“schone Seele”’, her aunt. But first there is one more possible
partner for Wilhelm to be considered, Serlo’s sister Aurelie, to whom
Serlo tries to marry him to secure his services for his troupe. Aurelie
is described in Goethe’s formula as a case of “stubborn self-torturing
attachment’. Wilhelm, a good listener, hears from her the long story
of her stage career and of her impressions of the stream of men who
have made love to her, an indictment of the crude approaches of every
possible social type. She could only keep sane by coolly observing
their antics as caricatures of humanity, without surprise, because
having lost her mother early, she had been brought up by a
nymphomaniac aunt, and known her loathsome miscellaneous visi-
tors. She is moved to tell Wilhelm of her experiences because she finds
him so ignorant of human nature in the real world, though so
perceptive a critic of dramatic poetry. ‘Nothing gets in to you from
outside. I have seldom seen anyone who knows so little about the
people he lives with, so completely misunderstands them.’

All this time Aurelie had been entirely devoted to her art but,
lacking encouragement from an intelligent audience, she had let her
brother marry her to a dull but efficient young man whom he wanted
as business manager, and she had fallen in with their wish to give their
audiences what they wanted. At last, just before her husband’s early
death, she had met a man she could wholly admire, who understood
her art and gave her a new motive for her work, a cultivated
landowner who had served as an officer with Lafayette in the
American war. It is the Baron Lothario who plays a leading part in the
later books of the Lehrjahre and in the Wanderjahre, a man with many
interests and many claims on his affections. Distraught with her
hopeless love for him, overworked and filled with a sense of failure she
vents her frustration one day on the hapless Wilhelm. Staring into his
eyes she asks him whether he can say that he has never tried to win a
woman’s favours by deceptive arts and assurances. He can, he says,
because his life has been simple and temptations few, and to show how
he shares her feelings, he is ready to vow that no woman shall ever hear
a declaration of love from his lips to whom he cannot devote his whole
life. That he may never forget, she scores with her dagger the palm of
his outstretched hand.

The first five books show us an eminently teachable young man in
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a natural sequence of situations into which he was led, in adult life,
mainly by his passion for the theatre, in a world which isrecognizably
that inhabited by Goethe himself before the French Revolution. If we
picture to ourselves the middle class, the actors and the nobility of the
time with the help of the novel, we shall know them very much as they
were, even though the facets of their life which are illuminated here
are carefully selected to suit the author’s purpose. This selection has
to be much more rigorous in the later books, as Emil Sta1ger has
pointed out:

The nearer Wilhelm Meister comes to his real goal, the more the range of his
existence is contracted. No place in public affairs, no mark of distinction, no
important office fall to his lot. The army, the government, the church, all
general institutions lie outside the area over which the classical laws of
culture hold sway. It is only in the circle of the family, with a few friends
grouped around it, that the individual still appears as a human being. with
clear contours. But it must be a moderately well-to-do family. Its strength
must not be used up in the fight for existence. Culture of the highest grade,
moreover, presupposes a tradition that is not of yesterday. The group chosen
must therefore inevitably be an aristocratic one. Within the nobility again
certain types must be carefully avoided. The patriotic traditions, for in-
stance, that were lively after the Seven Years War, have no place here. There
are neither Prussians nor Saxons, only Germans, in fact not even Germans,’
but only men, citizens of the world, compelled indeed to live in space and
time, but not bounded by space and time.5

The gradually increasing abstraction so well described by Staiger s
principally, no doubt, a consequence of the shift in the central theme
from a life in the theatre to the formation of a personality. Con-
sciously or not, and it seems quite consciously, the revised version
conveys a message, the particular conception of the good life we call
Weimar humanism, the content of which is to be found also in many
other works of Herder, Goethe and Schiller chiefly between 1785 and
1805. H. A. Korff has analysed the intellectual content of these works
very clearly in his Geist der Goethezeit. The kind of ethical view he
finds in Herder, for instance, he expresses at one point as follows:
“The ultimate meaning of our humanity is that we develop that higher
human being within ourselves, which emerges if we continually
strengthen our truly human powers, and subjugate the inhumane.’?
This may strike us now as disappointingly vague and questlon-

begging. -
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Herder’s ethical views bear the imprint of his own experience and habit of life
in an unpolitical age and country. In his maturity, at least, it is quiet family
life that is the norm for his view of the good, as it was for Goethe’s and
Schiller’s. The values of inwardness are to the fore in it, but political action,
adventure and heroism are praised as virtues only for earlier ages.®

In the same spirit of goodness and kindness, undogmatic but still
unconsciously Christian, Goethe brings before us an Iphigenie
overcoming the curse of inhumanity, that had hitherto dogged her
family, by her inner vision of a new ideal, one which, as Korff putsit,
‘convinces us not by its utility but by its beauty’. The touch of
the author of Iphigenie is clearly visible in the ‘schone Seele’ and
Natalie. In the life story of the schone Seele, which is given by her
doctor to Wilhelm to comfort Aurelie in her self-inflicted illness and
constitutes Book vi1 of the novel, we have the reflexions on the growth
of her own personality of one of the group of people most given tosuch
introspection at that time, the unorthodox Christians who came to be
called *Pietists’. It forms an apt transition from the revised theatre
novel to the openly didactic final section of the new ‘Bildungs-
roman’, for in her dissatisfaction with the life of her class, her
quietism, the concentration of all her energies on the salvation of her
own soul, the schone Seele forms a kind of feminine counterpart to
Wilhelm. Her inner life, like his, soon outruns the means of expres-
sion available. She will not marry, any more than he will take up a
normal occupation, at the cost of sacrificing her impulse to be fully
herself. She is intelligent, sensitive and naturally religious but, as the
daughter of a court official, she is for long surrounded by people
‘without the least culture’ who reject with contempt not merely
blue-stockings, but any girl of good family who has intelligent
interests, ‘probably because it was thought to be bad manners to put
so many ignorant men to shame’. Her old French tutor warns her not
only against these cavaliers’ subtle seductiveness, but also against the
danger of infection from their touch. We witness a scene of amazing
brutality in which she becomes involved at a private party in ‘good’
society. There is no idealization of the aristocracy here, any more than
in the preceding books, but what surprised contemporary readers was
Goethe’s insight into the mind and heart of a deeply religious woman
steeped in the quite special traditions of German Pietism. Goethe
could not have written this section, as he wrote to Schiller (18 March
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1795), if he had not earlier ‘made studies from nature for it’, a
reference, as became clear later from his Dichtung und Wahrheit (11, 8)
to his friendship in Frankfurt days with his mother’s cousin Susanne
von Klettenberg (1723-74). The extent of his own involvement in
Pietism for a short time only became known through the publication
(1922) of his letters to his Leipzig friend E. Th. Langer, and his
‘Protean’ ability to enter into the way of thinking of Catholic
contemplatives too had been proved, not long before the composi-
tion of the Lehrjahre, by his friendship with Fiirstin Gallitzin,®
though there was really nothing surprising for sensitive readers of
Iphigenie, as we have said, or of Tasso, with its portrait of the
Princess. i
The schone Seele leads in her maturity a life of good works, prayer
and contemplation like that of a sister of certain Catholic orders, and
she isin fact a Protestant ‘Stiftsdame’. Her rich uncle had secured her
admission to a *Stift’ when it was clear that she would not marry, and
it was this that enabled her to lead what she called the life of ‘a
Herrnhut sister on her own account’, that is, without having to reside
in a ‘Schwesterheim’. Only blue blood, a specified number of
‘descents’, together with the ability to contribute a considerable sum
to the funds of the community, qualified a lady for membership of a
‘Stift’. After taking vows of chastity and obedience to the Superiors
she was assured of a fixed income, a kind of annuity, for the rest of her
life, if she chose to live outside the * Stift’. But more remarkable than
her obviously privileged position is her natural goodness and ser-
enity, as one of those ‘Glad hearts, without reproach or blot/Who do
God’s work and know it not’, or what Schiller (in Uber Anmut und
Wiirde, 1793) had defined as one ‘who may confidently leave his will
to be conducted by feeling’. Goethe’s schéne Seele sees no merit of
her own in her uninterrupted moral progress, in the fact, as she says,
that ‘my actions continually draw nearer to the idea that I have
conceived of perfection, and that I find it easier every day to do what
I consider right, in spite of the weakness of my body...It is an
impulse that guides me and always guides me aright; I follow my
convictions and know as little of restraint as of remorse. Thanks be to
God that I recognize to whom I owe this good fortune and that I can
only think of these qualities with humility.’
- Goethe wrote to Schiller while engaged on this book that ‘the whole
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rests on the noblest illusions and the subtlest confusion of the
subjective with the objective’ and following a hint from Schiller
makes Lothario, her nephew, say that the true schone Seele is his
sister Natalie. The implied criticism is that the aunt is over-
concerned with herself, with her own salvation, that she has not the
self-forgetfulness of the genuine saint, no adequate sense of the
suffering in the world. This is one of the dangers of inwardness that
we shall find also- affecting some of our later subjects in their
humanistic ‘Bildung’. If the schone Seele represents the Pietistic
strain in eighteenth-century German culture, her uncle, described in
her “Confessions’, stands for the complementary rationalistic move-
ment. His character is summed up in his maxim: ‘A man’s greatest
merit is to control the circumstances of his life as fully as possible, and
to reduce their influence on him to a minimum.’ Life itself is an art for
him, and the highest of all. His house and estate are the perfection of
order and good taste, the expression of his energy and practical
ability. In his life there is no room for longing or for brooding over the
power of destiny. Longing, according to one mouth-piece of the
author, is to be converted into calm contemplation. Fate, as three
different strangers have all told Wilhelm in successive books of the
novel — he meets them all again at the end of Book vi1, when he learns
about the secret society, The Tower, which they serve, and which has
been exercising a benevolent supervision over him — fate is a useless
concept, an imaginary excuse for lack of self-control. A man’s
fortune is in his own hands, to be shaped by him as raw material is
shaped by the artist. These thoughts are symbolized in various ways
in the Uncle’s house, described in Book vir, above all in the Hall of the
Past, where Mignon, in one important aspect the personification of
longing, dies and is laid to rest. ‘Children, go back into life!’ the
funeral choir sings, ‘Flee from night! Day and joy and duration are
the lot of the living.’

The last two books are full of directly didactic passages like this,
and the characters seem to be there mainly in order to speak them.
These figures have nearly all been gradually brought before us first in
the preceding books, and four of them turn out to be brothers and
sisters, the four nephews and nieces of the schine Seele, who have lost
their parents early and been brought up in the house of the Uncle by
a-French Abbé. Natalie is the ‘Amazone’ of Book 1v, Lothario is
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Aurelie’s lost lover in the same book, the Countess of Book 111 is a
younger sister and Philine’s boy-follower in Book 11, strange to
relate, is their irresponsible young brother. Eventually we learn that
the Harpist and Mignon are the brother and niece of the Uncle’s old
friend, the Marchese, who also appears, and Wilhelm is finally taken
into the family as Natalie’s husband. The four brothers and sisters
have been educated by their rationalistic great-uncle and their tutor
the Abbé, whose origins are mysterious and who has certainly lost his
faith, without religious instruction and on Rousseauistic principles.
The first step in education, says the Abbé, is to discover a child’s
wishes and inclinations and enable him to satisfy them as soon as
possible, ‘so that the pupil, if he has been mistaken, may discover his
error soon enough, and when he has found what suits him, may hold
fast to it and develop in that direction with all the greater determina-
tion’. The children have been kept out of the way of their introspec-
tive aunt and she complains, not without reason, that the Uncle is
more tolerant in principle than in practice. The results of this trial and
error method of education have been good with two of the children,
Lothario and Natalie, and not so good with the rather empty-headed
Countess and the cheerful impulsive idiot Friedrich. Natalie, discuss-
ing her education with Wilhelm (vii1, 3), says that as far back as she
remembers her chief interest has been in people and their difficul-
ties, not in nature or art, and her unreflecting impulse has always been
to help them, and not with money, but with the things they needed.
But though the Abbé’s method had suited her, she does not use it
herself, and lets the many girls and young women she has around her
find out everything by experience.

Anyone who does not help at the moment seems to me never to help, and
anyone who does not give advice at the moment, never to advise. In the same
way it seems to me necessary .to formulate and make the children learn
certain laws, which give a certain support in life. In fact I would almost goso

far astosay that it is better to go wrong by following rules than by being driven
this way and that by the caprices of our nature.

Lothario rather reminds us of Goethe’s admiring description to
Eckermann (12 March 1828) of the young Englishmen in Weimar,
who are no cleverer and no better than other people, he admits, but
unlike so many young Germans, ‘they have the courage to be what
nature made them. Nothing in them is misshapen and twisted,
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nothing half-hearted and perverse. No matter what kind of people
they are, they are always complete human beings.” He puts it down to
their tradition of personal freedom, national pride and above all a freer
education and early development than most Germans enjoy. Byron of
course fascinated him as the picture of untrammelled English gen-
ius. It is typical that in the last chapter of the novel, the old Count,
whose memories are confused, greets Wilhelm as an English lord.
Lothario is not a poet, but he combines the highest cultivation with
the love of adventure in the cause of freedom — ‘If an action was not
surrounded by a thousand dangers, it did not seem worthy of notice.’
His distinguished service as a volunteer with the French contingent in
the-American War of Independence has already been mentioned. It
had cost him a great part of his fortune, and when Wilhelm first meets
him he is busily improving his estate, convinced now that ‘here or
nowhere is America’, i.e. an opportunity for useful activity. His
" utilitarian tendency is reflected in the unlovely additions he has made
to his old mansion and in his impatience with medieval survivals such
as the exclusive right of the nobility to own land and their exemption
from land tax - the kind of thing that Freiherr vom Stein was soon to
do away with. He also contemplates the freeing of his peasantry, but
not over-hastily, and not to his own detriment. The death of the Uncle
has brought him so much new land that he sells some to Werner and
Wilhelm, and Wilhelm is to manage it as an investment — so in this
region ‘noble’ estates can evidently be sold already to ‘Biirger’.
Lothario is also, we hear, keenly interested in public affairs and is in
touch with leading figures. He is himself a born leader, who inspires
and invigorates those around him. We hear that the Tower is to turn
into a sort of international consortium for the protection of land-
owners against the risks of revolution, clearly a veiled reference to
the plight of aristocratic refugees from the French Revolution, which
is otherwise never mentioned. In the last chapter of the Lehrjahre
Lothario puts forward the idea of 2 new ‘Bund’, an association of the
old *Tower’ members and Wilhelm for the furtherance of ‘worthy’
activity for the public good. This is one of the bodies behind the
emxgratxon project in the Wanderjahre. _
‘A man is never happy until his unlimited strxvmgs find their own
limits’ is 2 maxim of Jarno’s (vi, 5), and Lothario finds it true not
only in his public activities, but also in love. To Aurelie, on his return
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from America, he seemed to be used to success with women. We hear
of a farmer’s daughter before her, and after her Therese and her
supposed mother, living abroad, then Lydie and adiscarded lady who
persuaded her divorced husband to fight a duel with him. After all this
varied experience, the type of woman he wants as a wife, a type
personified in Therese, is a good ‘housekeeper. There are several
parallels in Goethe to the passage describing his ideal, in the Zweite
Epistel, for instance, or in Hermann und Dorothea, and it seems to
have been Goethe’s own. Therese is in fact not only an excellent
housekeeper but an expert in estate management, a woman with a
career of her own. She has little imagination, but clear ideas and

strong common sense. It is from her that we have perhaps the most

illuminating comment on the character of Wilhelm (vi1r, 4). She finds
him very like Natalie, with the same eagerness for something better,
‘by which we ourselves bring into being the good that we think we are
finding’. Wilhelm’s life, she says, has been one of endless seeking and
not finding. But it is not a futile seeking, but a wonderfully good-
hearted seeking which makes him think people can give him what can
only come from himself.

Lothario, Natalie and their friends are clearly meant to be taken as
models of ‘Humanitit’, as men and women who are ‘noble’ in the
sense of Goethe’s poem Das Gattliche:

Der edle Mensch

Sei hiilfreich und gut.
Unermiidlich schaff’ er’
Das Niitzliche, Rechte.*

The intellectual and moral foundation beneath these books is the
ethical idealism of Goethe and Schiller at the height of their powers,

the lasting importance of which for the best minds in Germany in later.
generations will be the main topic of all our later chapters. The.

thoughts and aspirations of Lothario and Natalie have a wider scope

than those of their great-uncle. The Uncle walls off his estate, like a

monastery of reason and art, from the chaotic world outside, but they.
have the cosmopolitan spirit of the younger generation. The.idea of
the Tower, so fantastic for a modern reader, does not seem quite.so
unconvincing a piece of literary apparatus, contrived for the sole

* The noble man should be helpful and kind, should tirelessly strive for what is useful and right."
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purpose of imposing a kind of unity on the revised novel, if one looks
into the history of secret societies in Goethe’s day. High hopes were
entertained for a time by people as cool-headed as Lessing from
Freemasonry, it had a certain vogue for short periods in Weimar, and
the . Illuminati, the Rosicrucians and other secret societies had
evidently a considerable following. Goethe’s poem Die Geheimnisse,
of which an impressive fragment was written in 1784, was inspired by
similar hopes of a humanistic substitute for a vanishing religion.
Pierre Byezukhov in War and Peace, reflecting a Russian continua-
tion of the tradition, is still looking in the same direction for a key to
the meaning of life. What was common to all these movements was the
attempt to harmonize the conflicts due to religious, national and social
differences. :

Aesthetically the revised version of the novel, the Lehrjahre, is
marred by the introduction of several other features, as well as the
improbable secret society, which were well-tried attractions of the
popular German novel of that time, an attack by robbers, a fire, motifs
like abduction and incest, the linking-up of most of the characters as
members of a single family and other incredible coincidences. As Max
Wundt long since pointed out, Goethe’s essential subject in the later
books is the presentation of an ideal way of life and the hero’s
connection with it becomes more and more external.

It seems as if the author had not had the patience to show the ideals he has in
mind emerging and ripening in Wilhelm himself, by making him discover
them in active life and make them his own. At any rate he chooses the short
cut of parading this ideal before him in living examples]...] The question is
hardly raised as to how far he is capable of realizing these ideals in his own
life.10

There is naturally a love interest. Several of the characters fall in and
out of love with each other in quick succession and the loose ends are
tied up in no less than four marriages, three of them of an aristocrat
with a plebeian. Here one might perhaps speak of ‘intellectualized
sex’. These later books

do not strike home to our imagination. Natalie, for instance, is a completely
ideal character, who educates and loses Mignon, who hears of Wilhelm’s
adventure with Philine, furthers his match with Therese, and ultimately
marries him herself, with unaltered serene equanimity. Wilhelm’s early life is
full of the substantiality of experience; his later education is.theoretical.
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Hence we cannot help feeling that in his adventures with the troupe he was a
real person among real persons, while in the later part, and in the Wan-
derjahre, he is an unreal ghost walking among other ghosts.!!

However imperfect the form of the later books of the Lehrjahre may
be, the view of life conveyed in them to the patient Wilhelm is, as we
have said, the very essence of Weimar humanism, profoundly inter-
esting as such even for a Marxist critic like Georg Lukacs, who sees it
all as part of ‘the heroic struggle of great bourgeois artists against the
hostility to their art of capitalist society’, and the expression of the
hopes for the renewal of human society aroused in Goethe’s best
contemporaries by the French Revolution. It is a picture of a
Utopia, he says, but of one truly founded on elements from existing

reality. It is like one of those rare communities spoken of by Schiller.

in the last of the Letters on aesthetic education, where ‘conduct is not
governed by the unthinking imitation of others’ behaviour, but by the
fineness of a2 man’s own nature’, his nature corrected by wise
education, and by the self-corrective processes of experience of life.
The leading idea of the theorists of the Tower is the inability of the
individual to live happily for himself alone. For one thing he, like
everyone else, will be gifted in some directions but not in others, so
that in any civilized society there must be scope for all kinds of
complementary activities. The division of labour on which middle-
class society is founded is therefore reaffirmed, but the ideal of
harmony is not forgotten, the harmony of mind and body in the
individual (this more particularly in the Wanderjahre with its insist-
ence on crafts) and the harmony of the diversified activities of a
society. It is mankind that isinfinite in faculty, not the individual, and
a man’s first aim should be to discover his true vocation. The Tower
has allowed its protegé Wilhelm to do this freely, following the Abbé’s
principle, by experiment, a painful, fumbling process for those in
whom there is most to develop, but the only way in which we get to
know ourselves, namely by action. The Abbé’s Rousseauistic ideas are
not fully accepted by Jarno and Natalie, as we have seen, which means
that Goethe presents his Utopia, Lukacs says, with a certain irony.
No one disputes however that the beginning of wisdom for Wilhelm
is the discovery of Felix, the realization that he is a father, respon-
sible for another now and in the future, necessarily one-sided
himself, but a member of an enduring society which aspires to
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harmony. This is a new form of ‘Birgerlichkeit’ distinguished from
the old, as Korft says, by a higher spiritual awareness, a fuller
consciousness of their citizenship, which gives their life a meaning
unrealized by those who nurse their emotions, like Werther, or
without talent, like the young Wilhelm, live for art. They find their
satisfaction in real life, unlike those against whom the hard saying in
Wilhelm’s ‘letter of apprenticeship’ (vi1, 9) is directed: ‘A man who
works only with signs is a pedant, a hypocrite or a botcher.’

Does that not really mean that this so-called ‘ Bildungsroman’ is not
quite what'such a novel isgenerally supposed tobe? The question was
raised in an illuminating article by Kurt May in 1957, which brought
out in a detailed analysis the full meaning of Max Wundt's much
earlier criticism, already quoted. Wundt had said that Goethe, in the
last books of the novel, only brings various complementary ideals
before Wilhelm’s eyes without asking how far Wilhelm is capable of
realising them in his own life. May goes further and says that Goethe
did not mean his hero to become finally a man of harmonious
all-round culture such as Humboldt had envisaged in his famous
youthful essay (see pp. 15-18), although this has always been as-
sumed by critics in general, knowing Goethe’s own reputation as
‘uomo universale’ in the Renaissance tradition. Goethe did indeed at
various times show himself in his writings to be attracted by the
harmonious personality ideal, for instance in the Winckelmann essay
of 1801, but he says there that to realise such an ideal had been
reserved for the Ancients alone. Schiller on the other hand had
advanced the ‘wholeness’ ideal in the sixth letter on Aesthetic
Education in 1795 with a passion similar to that of Holderlin a little
later in his Hyperion, but ‘the Goethean “Bildungsroman”, on the
contrary, ends with the recognition that a man of his day could not
develop the full harmony of his nature and would do better to aim at
being, and to have himself educated as, a fragment, a single part’.12
This does not mean that Goethe had failed in what he was attempt-
ing, but that he had never been aiming at what his critics have
supposed:

It is only these numerous interpreters of Goethe’s book who, in good faith,
have seen a harmonious education as realized at the end of the Lehrjahre, not

the author himself, It has been widely assumed that in this ‘classical ' novel the
classical personality ideal must have been realized, that in an idealistic work
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of art the idea of man must surely be made to triumph. Goethe however, on
the contrary, has shown Wilhelm as cultivating himself only in the measure
permitted by his limited capacities and potentialities. The idea of man as such
cannot be perfectly attained in a single individual[...]Jand Goethe has, in the
Lehrjahre, written a novel round the belief that the modern humanistic 1dea1
of harmonious ‘Bildung’ has to be abandoned.!3

The realist Goethe recognized then that we must content our-
selves in education with something less than ‘restoring the totality
of our nature’, as Schiller had demanded. He left Wilhelm, at the end
of the Lehrjahre, not already at the desired goal, but with the
prospect of proving himself, in the company of his son Felix, his wife
Natalie and her friends and through the acceptance of a limited task in
civil society, a reasonably cultivated person, some time in the future.
This made a continuation, such as Goethe eventually wrote in the
Wanderjahre, an artistic necessity.
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FRIEDRICH SCHLEIERMACHER:
MONOLOGEN (1801)

One of the attractions of the Soliloguiesis that, apart from the light the
book throws on Schleiermacher as a person, it presents in its five short
chapters, some eighty pages in all, a number of the central ideas of
German Romanticism, not in the form of the isolated aphorisms these
writers favoured, difficult to interpret for lack of a context, but as part
of a relatively clear and unified whole, a work expressing an individ-
ual mind at a particular stage in its known development. ‘One man
cannot offer to another any more precious gift’, the author begins,
‘than that which one has spoken to oneself in the innermost privacy of
the mind.” The mind, in these confessions, is that of the most
versatile humanist who became for German Protestantism a reformer
second only to Luther. Even Karl Barth, whose general approach was
so different, wrote that in any history of modern theology, the
foremost name to be considered was and always would be that of
Schleiermacher.! His great achievement was to restore the self-
confidence of the Church and to make Christianity again a possible
creed for intelligent men after the formidable philosophical, his-
torical and textual criticism of the German Enlightenment. There had
been a series of German thinkers since Leibniz who fully accepted, as
he did, the best secular thought of their day, and still held on with a
good conscience to what they saw as the essence of Protestantism.
Schleiermacher was the thinker of this type in the age of Romanti-
cism. ‘Just as seriously as he wishes to be a Christian theologian’,
Barth says, ‘he wishes in all circumstances to be a modern man.’2 Like
Herder before him, he could go a long way with the rationalists in
their criticism of accepted doctrines, but he kept the heart of his faith
intact as a truth known by direct experience, known as directly as
Wordsworth knew God in nature, and something shared from his
earliest years with those most dear to him, though the ideas he came
to associate with religious feeling were much more complex in him.

In a letter written two years after the Soliloquies to Eleonore
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Grunow, Schleiermacher says that he remembers clearly when he first
became aware of what he calls religious feeling — which seems to mean
in this context a complex of ideas and images, accompanied by
feeling-tone, an intuition of a religious truth — when he was out on a
walk with his father. Feeling, he says in the same letter, is something
of which a child is not yet capable, ‘the uninterrupted and as it were
ever present activity of certain ideas’, ideas which can only emerge
when the imagination, as well as the intellect, has reached a certain -
stage of development. When this feeling had once shown itself his
father did - everything he could to develop it, but it had come
spontaneously.? His father was a minister of the Reformed Church,
like his own father before him, but he had not come unscathed
through the Enlightenment and had only found peace of mind at last
in the kind of Pietism practised by the Moravian Brethren, though he
did not go so far as to leave the Reformed Church. When Friedrich
(born 21 November 1768) was fourteen years old, he says in the same
letter, his parents decided that he at least should be a genuine
‘Herrnhuter’ and be saved from his father’s painful experiences. The
father wanted to protect his son ‘against the combined power of the
world and of the sceptical intelligence which he did not fail to
recognize in me’. Friedrich was received into the community by the
brethren at Gnadenfrei in 1783 and finished his secondary education .
at their ‘Pidagogium’ at Niesky, proceeding after two years there to
the Seminary of the Moravian Brothers at Barby, atraining college for
Herrnhut teachers and clergy.

Friedrich’s early schooling had been rather irregular because of his
father’s frequent moves as an army chaplain, but his outstanding
ability soon made itself evident and for the last two years before he
went to Niesky he attended a good school at Pless in Upper Silesia as
a boarder. Here a pupil of the great Ernesti passed on to him his love
of the Classics and gave him a good start in Latin, encouraging him
naturally to think of a scholarly career, but the religious atmosphere
of his home remained still a stronger influence. - :

Religion was the maternal womb in the sacred darkness of which my young
life was nourished and prepared for the world still hidden to it. In it my mind
breathed before it had discovered for itself objects, experience and know-
ledge outside.
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This passage from the Discourses on Religion is not the only evidence
we have of the religious passion dominating the life of his family.
There is above all the fact that his parents were willing to be parted
from all their children at once for what they held to be their spiritual
welfare, for in the same year they sought and obtained admission to
the Community for all three. Friedrich went to the secondary school
at Niesky, his brother Karl was accepted at the school for younger
children and his sister Charlotte, three years older than himself, at the
House of the Sisterhood, where she stayed for thirty years, and then
joined her brother in Berlin to teach his children. Perhaps the state of
Frau Schleiermacher’s health had something to do with the break-up
of the family, at any rate she died later in 1783; the father re-married
and lived for eleven years longer, and during that time Friedrich never
saw him again, though they frequently wrote to each other. Even
allowing for the difficulty and expense of travel, and the resulting long
separations between children at boarding-schools and their parents,
the completeness of this break is surprising.

It was not very long before the father had reason to doubt whether
he had acted wisely, because the supposedly sheltered environment
had the unexpected effect of producing a conflict in his son of a most
disturbing kind, which the father naturally misinterpreted.

He took for the activity of a vain heart, the fatal urge to plunge into the abyss
of scepticism, what was simply the product of my feeling for truth, without
any feeling of pleasure or pain about what would come of it.4

In its devotional aspect, life with the Herrnhuter was entirely to
Friedrich’s liking. Returning to Barby on a visit twenty years later, he
still felt that there was no form of Christian church service ‘which
more nobly expressed and more surely aroused Christian piety than
that in the Brotherhood’.® But it was a different thing with their
theology and their attitude to secular knowledge and philosophy.
Even before going to Niesky the young Schleiermacher, with hiskeen
intellect and love of clarity and consistency, had spent sleepless nights
worrying over points of doctrine. At Niesky he and one or two
friends tried to forget their questioning of the naive fundamentalism
of their teachers in heroic feats of study, reading everything available
to them in Greek and Hebrew. At Barby however, which was near
Halle with its university, it was impossible for the staff, with all
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the censorship and strict discipline they imposed, to prevent the
brighter boys from absorbing the spirit of secular humanism which
every year was gaining a firmer hold on the world of literature and
learning in Germany. The year was 1785, when the Allgemeine
Literatur-Zeitung began to appear in Jena. Even its first volume
brought good reviews by Schiitz of Kant's Metaphysik der Sitten and
Kritik der reinen Vernunft, Kant’s own long review of the first part of
Herder’s Ideen and many similar expressions of the most advanced
theological and philosophical thought of the time. In the following
year Reinhold wrote his famous letters on the philosophy of Kant for
the Teutscher Merkur. These leading periodicals and many oddments
of contemporary literature penetrated the defences of Barby and
awakened in Schleiermacher and some of his friends what he calls in
the Soliloguies ‘the clear consciousness of humanity’, that is -of
humane modern feeling or ‘Humanitat’.

When Schleiermacher had been only a year at Barby, the under-
mining of his simple creed by liberal ideas had gone so far that he
decided that he could not finish the course and become a Herrnhut
teacher or preacher, as had always been intended, but it was several
months before he could break the news to his father. The letters they
exchanged early in 1787 are moving evidence of the prolonged mental
suffering they both endured. Eventually the father agreed to his son’s
suggestion that he should be allowed to study for a year or two at
Halle, where an uncle on his mother’s side was a professor. of
theology. But although Schleiermacher always hoped that he would in
time find his way back to the Church, it was not through -the
rationalistic theologians of Halle that he regained his peace of mind,
but through philosophy, ancient and modern, in which he could now
freely follow his interests, in voracious but unsystematic reading
which made these two years for him, as he said later, ‘like Chaos,
before the world was created’. He had his uncle’s complete support
and Eberhard, the professor of philosophy, gave him just the help he
needed. He encouraged his ethical bent and, along with F. A. Wolf,
his love of the Greeks, while criticizing from acommon-sense point of
view the philosophy of Kant, which was quickly gaining adherents in
all the universities and naturally made a profound impression on
Schleiermacher. A further year’s quiet work in a small town in the
Neumark, Drossen, to which his uncle had now retired, having given
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up his chair to become a parish minister again, gave Schleiermacher
time, living ‘like a real Herrnhuter’, concerned only about the
ultimate questions, to think things out for himself.

He was just twenty-two when, in the autumn of 1790, he was
persuaded by his uncle tosit the first theological examination in Berlin
because, with this-qualification, he might hope to obtain at least a
tutorship. A letter to his friend Brinkmann reveals his state of mind:
‘I fear my good genius will ominously flap his wings over my head and
fly away, if I am to be questioned on theological subtleties which in my
heart — I find ridiculous.” However, he was immensely intelligent, he
had done his book work, and he passed. In the nine years which
elapsed before he wrote the Soliloguies, at the age of thirty-one, he
continued the perpetual exploration of himself on which that work
lays so much stress, and greatly enlarged what was also essential to his
mature view of life, his knowledge of other people. He was very
fortunate in the family with which he obtained a tutorship, a post
which was. always for a young theologian merely stop-gap employ-
ment, and often a humiliating and unrewarding experience. Count
Dohna, a retired general, and his intelligent wife, though they had the
highest connections at the Prussian court, led by choice a patriarchal
life with their large family on their estates at Schlobitten in East
Prussia, about sixty miles south-west of Konigsberg. They all liked
this quiet young man, with his wide-hearted understanding of
others, his lively imagination and great range of interests. Though he
had probably seen very little of polite society, he seems to have had a
natural-dignity and an impressive sense of independence. Inthe same
long letter about himself to Eleonore. Grunow from which we have
quoted above,- he mentions with approval what some-one had
said of him as a student, that he had never cared in the least
about his appearance or comfort, would sacrifice anything for a
friend and liked to live with his own thoughts in solitude, but
if he came together with people of rank and wealth, he seemed
more at ease than anyone in the company. He still thinks he was
right in what he instinctively rejected in those days, but he had
not yet found all the best in life. ‘I knew nothing yet about art
or women. It was only in the domestic circle in Prussia that I came
to -understand anything about these latter.” As he writes in the
fourth Soliloquy:
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It was in the house of strangers that my eyes were opened for happy family
life, where I saw that freedom alone refines and gives proper expression to the
delicate mysteries of humane feeling, which for the uninitiated who respect
them only as bonds of nature are for ever a sealed book. Mixing with the
greatest variety of people and social groups I learned how to get behind
appearances and to recognize the same human nature in every dress,
translating for myself the diverse languages it acquires in differen
circles. :

This passage, which incidentally reflects back on Schleiermacher’s
own home, seems to mean that the relations between members of a
family, founded upon instinctive behaviour and serving a biological
purpose, assume different forms in various social groups or classes
according to their inherited traditions. ‘Culture’ is imposed upon
‘nature’, so that ‘delicate mysteries’ — romantic love, mutual respect
and so on, can grow out of ‘bonds of nature’. Schleiermacher
probably came to see a much more positive value in the aristocratic
tradition than he had previously imagined, much as Goethe did in
Weimar. Refinement of feeling and charm of manner in women, like
the Countess and still more her seventeen-year-old daughter Fried-
erike, particularly impressed the young tutor. After mentioning
Friederike by name, still in the same confessional letter, he writes:
‘It was only by way of the feminine mind that I came to know true
human values.’ He got on well with the boys of the family too, but
not so well with the Count, whose obstinate conservatism about the
French Revolution, and also about teaching methods, got on his
nerves after two and a half years and made him resign a post in
which he had given of his best, earned liking and respect and
acquired a deeper insight into human nature and the ways of society.
For his future it was of the greatest importance that he had been
encouraged to preach regularly in the chapel of the estate and
discovered his outstanding talent in this direction.

The next three years (1793-6) are a relatively dull period in
Schleiermacher’s life. After some months with his uncle again, he
spent a depressing winter in Berlin, glad to take temporary teaching
posts and to live at the Orphanage. Early in 1794 he took his second
theological examination and was ordained, having by now presum-
ably decided that however unorthodox his religious views might be,
he was sure of his calling as pastor and preacher, and felt that he had
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the roots of genuine belief within himself. Two years as assistant to a
distant relative in the small town of Landsberg in Prussia, very near
his uncle, gave him experience of the routine of a minister’s life. He
was glad when, in the autumn of 1796, still on the recommendation of
Hofprediger Sack, the most influential man in the Reformed Church
in Berlin and Schleiermacher’s mainstay throughout these early years,
he was able to return to the city as Reformed Church Preacher at the
Charité Hospital. He looked after the religious needs of the patients
along with.a Lutheran colleague, who lived with him on the third floor
of the hospital, near the V.D. ward. To judge by all accounts of the
inefficiency of this huge overcrowded hospital at that time, burial
services must have been frequent occurrences, but the two-chaplains
also preached on Sundays to the old and infirm who occupied the
ground floor, and their friends, not a large or demanding congrega-
tion, so that something simpler and plainer was needed than the
sermons Schleiermacher had given at Landsberg. He also preached
sometimes at the Dom or the Parochialkirche, the two churches which
the Evangelicals had to themselves, or at one of the other nine, like the
Charité, which they shared with the Lutherans. His duties and the
milieu in which he performed them sound grim indeed, but there
seem to be no complaints about them in his letters, and there is only
one mention of the hospital, which issurprising, because according to
Dilthey, all reports speak of its lack of cleanliness even by the
standards of that day. The veterinary school next door on the other
hand was highly praised. In the one establishment, said the Berlin
wits, men were treated like dogs, and in the other dogs like men. The
lack of apparent special concern in Schleiermacher about social evils,
which may in fact be no more than a reflection of our ignorance, might
also be, like his own uncomplaining tolerance of poverty and discom-
fort, the other side of his passionate interest in the minds and hearts
of his fellow-men, and in his own inner development rather than in
external success.

In the new ideas and fruitful friendships these six years at the
Charité brought him, they were the most memorable in hislife. Ashe
looks to the future in the fourth Soliloquy, he rejoices in his present
opportunities: ‘How many noble natures I can see at close quarters in
whom humanity is developed in quite different waysthan in me! How
many men of knowledge I have around me!’ The dreadful thought
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comes to him that he might at any time be banished from this fair
world to ‘bleak wastes, where it is impossible to keep in touch with
other humane people, where a dull landscape pens me in on every side
in an eternal sameness’, by which he means, no doubt, some village in’
East Prussia, like Stolp (in Pomerania), where he did spend the
years 1802-4. Schleiermacher’s friends and acquaintances included
many of the clergy, but he was still more interested in the intelligent
men and women he met in lay society, especially in a few Jewish
houses. He did not frequent the fashionable salons of the rich and
well-educated Jewish hostesses who played so important a part in the
social life of Berlin for ten or twenty years before 1806, but like
Wilhelm von Humboldt earlier, he never tired of the company of
Henriette Herz, to whom he had, already in 1793, been introduced by
Alexander von Dohna, the eldest son of the Count. ‘ Something deep
down in my nature’, he wrote to his sister, ‘makes me always more
ready to make friends with women than with men. There is so much
in my feelings that men seldom understand.’ We have quoted above
(p. 4) his explanation of the special role played by Jewish host-
esses in Berlin society. Henriette Herz and her husband, the best
doctor in Berlin, who gave private lectures on science, were much
sought after by distinguished strangers, but Schleiermacher liked to
go there to tea and to run away when others came. For years he
visited them nearly every day, and he knew Dorothea Veit, Mendels- -
sohn’s daughter, also quite well even before Friedrich Schlegel came
to Berlin in the summer of 1797. Friedrich Schlegel and he were
quickly drawn to each other. Their enthusiastic letters about each
other to other Romantics are well known. Soon they were sharing
rooms, the better to exchange ideas and, through Schlegel, Schleier-
macher was of course drawn into the circle and pressed hard for
contributions to the Athendum. Some aphorisms and reviews were the
first result, followed in 1799 by his most famous work, Uber die
Religion. Reden an die Gebildeten unter ihren Verdchtern, and at the end
of that year by the Monologen (Soliloquies). Meanwhile Friedrich
Schlegel had written and published his novel Lucinde, about which
hardly any of his closest associates could find anything good to say,
and now Schleiermacher who, out of kindness of heart, had helped
Friedrich Schlegel and Dorothea most generously in their many
difficulties in real life, published anonymously a far too generous
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defence of the novel. Lucinde had of course a succés de scandale, in a
small way not unlike that of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, though its
literary merits were much more dubious. Schleiermacher however
was not strong in aesthetic criticism, even of literature, still less of
painting or music. What really interested him in Lucinde was its
author’s rejection of the ethics of the rationalistic bourgeois, seen as a
soulless and unthinking acceptance of rules and conventions, and he
read into the book a presentation of humanity, approaching his ideal,
in the relations between men and women.

It is not surprising that Hofprediger Sack warned Schleiermacher
as early as summer 1798 that the company he was keeping might
hinder his promotion.® At that time Sack was thinking of the Jewish
salons, which Frau Unger had recently attacked in her Briefe iiber
Berlin. His complaints grew more insistent when he heard about
Friedrich Schlegel and Dorothea Veit, and finally about Lucinde.
Though he did not yet know that Schleiermacher had written the
Vertraute Briefe, his defence of the work, he wrote to him in 1801
about his intimacy with ‘people of suspect principles and manners’.
In the same letter he protested strongly against the views expressed in
Uber die Religion, which seemed to him pure pantheism. As this was
the work which made Schleiermacher particularly important for the
early Romantics, initiating a new phase in their thought and ‘making
“religion” almost a catch-word of the Jena circle’ (Kluckhohn), we
must remind ourselves of its central ideas to understand what
Schleiermacher meant for his brilliant Romantic friends, and what
conception of religion is presupposed in all the meditations of the
Soliloquies. :

Schleiermacher’s own summary in the last paragraph of the second
discourse, ‘On the essence of religion’, brings out well the novel
features:

The usual idea of God, as a separate being outside and behind the world, is
not the alpha and omega for religion, but only a seldom quite candid and
always inadequate way of expressing it.

This beginning will now recall the controversy in this country about
John Robinson’s Honest to God, or perhaps the more radical ‘theo-
logy without God’ so much discussed in Germany in the last twenty
years, but students of German literature will be reminded too of
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Goethe’s ‘Was wir’ ein Gott, der nur von aussen stiesse’® and
similar rejections, common enough in that age, of the anthropomor-
phic view. It was because the Age of Reason had so thoroughly
undermined orthodox Christianity that Schleiermacher gave his book
the sub-title Discourses to the cultivated among its despisers. The
readers he had in view were in the first place his intelligent and
immensely well-read Romantic friends. He goes on to say in what way
the notion of a personal God can be the reverse of candid —
dishonest:

Anyone who forms such a conception in an un-candid way, because what he
must have is a Being so constituted that he can make use of Him for his
comfort and assistance, such a man can believe in a God of this kind without

being pious, at least not in my sense, and I think not in the true and proper
sense. '

This is a rejection of petitionary prayer and the mental attitude it
expresses, the desire that God ‘shall guarantee their happiness from
outside, and be a stimulusto morality for them’. Pleasure and pain are
bound up with the physical world, adeterministic system, with which
God does not interfere. If He did it would not promote morality, but
the reverse, according to Kant's teaching, for moral action is only
possible to free agents, moved by neither hope nor fear.

The idea of a personal God is however not necessarily ‘un-

candid’, in fact it is almost impossible for most people to think of God

except in personal terms, as Schleiermacher always remembered in
his sermons, where he had to use the vocabulary of his congregation.
So he continues: :

On the other hand, if a man forms this conception, not arbitrarily, but
because he is in some way compelled by his way of thinking, in that he can
only hold on to his piety by this means, for such a man even the imperfec-
tions, which will always adhere to his conception, will not be a hindrarnce, nor
sully his piety.

But the true source of religion is not in any kind of ‘ conception’ at all
but in the experience of being in touch through direct feeling with the
infinite that lies behind all the finite:

But the true essence of religion is neither this nor any other conception, but
the immediate awareness of divinity, as we find it, as much in ourselves as'in
the world.

* What would be the use of a2 God who only pushed from outside?
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As Schleiermacher has said earlier, ‘Frommigkeit’, piety, religious
experience, is a unique kind of awareness of reality, every bit as
reliable as intellectual knowledge or aesthetic experience, but con-
veyed to us through a separate department of our being. It results
from ‘Betrachtung’, meditation of a particular kind:

Meditation for the pious man means being directly conscious of the general
existence of all the finite in the infinite and through the infinite, of all the
temporal in the eternal and through the eternal.

“True religion’, he says a little later, ‘is a sense and taste for the
infinite’. Spinoza was one of the masters of this kind of contempla-
tion. ‘He was penetrated by the sublime world spirit, the infinite was
his alpha and omega.’

Schleiermacher was consistent in abandoning, along with peti-
tionary prayer, the usual form of belief in immortality as personal
survival. The passage. on meditation in the second Discourse
continues: - ‘

And similarly the aim and character of a religious life is not immortality, as
many desire it and believe in it, or perhaps only pretend to do so; for their
desire to know too much about it lays them very much open to this latter
suspicion. It is not that immortality outside of time and behind time, or rather
after this time, yet still in time, but the immortality which we can have
directly in this temporal life, and which is a task in the solution of which we
are constantly engaged. To become one with the infinite in the midst of the
finite, and to be eternal in every moment, that is the immortality of religion.

We shall see in the Soliloguies how closely belief in an immortality of
this kind is associated with the idea of ‘Bildung’, the self-moulding of
which Wilhelm von Humboldt speaks, though its motive and its aim
are easily distinguishable from his. :

Of the three elements to which Christian doctrine was whittled
down by the most advanced rationalists of Lessing’s day, the ‘Neolo-
gists’, namely the beliefs in God, freedom and immortality, only
freedom retains anything like its earlier sense in Schleiermacher’s On
Religion. Even Schiller, an avowed heathen, had kept two, in Die
Worte des Glaubens, substituting the belief in virtue for that in
immortality. What many other theologians have considered the very
essence of Christianity, the idea of man’s redemption through
Christ’s suffering, Schleiermacher had abandoned much earlier,
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together with belief in a special, supernatural, revelation. In his
sermons, and in the Glaubenslehre, in which, in his maturity, he tried
to formulate what, in his opinion, should now be taught as Christian
doctrine, he continually uses traditional Christian language, but in
Karl Barth’s view he cannot avoid certain ‘concealments and ambi-
guities’ when there is a conflict between the Christian and the modern
in his thought.”

The Soliloquies followed close upon the Discourses in 1799. They
grew out of a sermon which Schleiermacher had given at Schlobitten
on New Year's Day 1792, on “The true estimation of life’, elaborated
on his uncle’s suggestion about the time of his next birthday, 21
November 1792 (Dilthey has printed this version), and finally taken
up with a view to publication seven years later on his 31st birthday.
The book was written in four weeks and published, anonymously, in
the first days of 1800; the new century, a still more striking
turning-point in time than the earlier occasions which had jogged the
author’s thoughts on the proper use of time. He felt it was perhaps
rash to reveal himself so fully, but he felt ‘an uncontrollable longing
to speak out, completely into the blue, without aim, without the least
thought of effect’.®

Like Faust (Il. 1663ff., ‘Aus dieser Erde quillen meine Freu-
den...)* Schleiermacher looks to his experiences on this earth, and
not to any hopes or assurances of happiness beyond the grave, when
he asks himself what makes life worth living, but unlike Faust, he is
not disillusioned with the inner life. On the contrary, he rejoices in
being one of the elect, for whom it means-incomparably more than
‘the vain fuss and bustle’ of the man in the street:

In you I rejoice, sublime hint of the divinity within me, welcome invitation to
an immortal life outside the realm of time, and free from its harsh laws! But
those who know nothing of the call to this higher life, carried on the stream of
fleeting feelings and thoughts, will find it no more readily if, without
knowing what they do, they measure time and divide up earthly.life.

The wordly, i.e. normal men and women, show that they are
conscious of the passing of time on birthdays, for instance, or
recurrent festivals like. New Year’s Day, but their thoughts bring
them no comfort: ’

* From this earth my joys spring.
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So.time marks its runaway slaves with empty wishes, and brands them
painfully with idle laments, making the worst like the best and catching these
again as easily as those.

Not only the ordinary sensual man, but the artist and the moralist too,
if they judge life according to the happiness or the success which fate
happens to mete out to them in their external existence, ‘sigh under
the curse of time, which lets nothing endure’. Even their recent life is
for them like the unmusical man’s dim memory of a symphony:

a fleeting harmony, arising from the contact of the transient with the eternal;
but man is a lasting work, an imperishable object for contemplation. Only his
innermost action, in which his real essence consists, is free, and when I look
within at this, I feel myself to be on the sacred soil of freedom and far from all
ignoble limitations. It is on myself that my gaze must be directed, so that each
moment may not be allowed just to pass by as a portion of time, but be lifted
out as an element of eternity, and transformed into a higher freer life,

The great mistake of most people, he thinks, is to be over-
concerned about external things, ‘the world’, as they call it:

World always comes first with them, and mind is but a petty stranger in the
world, not sure of his place and his powers. For me mind is the first and the
only concern, for what I recognize as world is its finest work, its self-created
mirror.

Later he amplifies this last sentence:

What I hold worthy of the name of world is only the eternal fellowship of
minds, their mutual influence, their reciprocal formation of each other, the
noble harmony of freedom.

I take him to be thinking here of what is generally called ‘Kultur’,
civilization, the continuing influence of the mind of earlier genera-
tions, and the ‘Bildung’ which this alone makes possible, a most
precious gift. ‘ This-world of minds I allow to change and develop the
surface of my being, to influence me’, he says, whereas of the
‘corporeal world’ he says: ‘It has no influence on me, the influence is
exerted by me on it.” We have already met with striking parallels to
this proud claim, in Schiller’s last letter to Humboldt (p. 28) and in
the Uncle’s maxim in the Lehrjahre (p. 50).

Schleiermacher holds, like the prophets of * Bildung’in the Weimar
circle, that the only true life is the life in the mind, assuming as
axiomatic the freedom of the will and the supremacy of the mind over
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the body. The individual’s debt to the civilization into which he was:
born, his moral duty to develop to the full his mind and personality,
his expectation of lasting satisfaction from the inner life alone, all -
these ideas are further common ground. The influence of Pietism had
always been perceptible in men of this temper, but in those we have
studied it has been neutralized by rationalism.:In Schleiermacher it is
still very strong, but he has the serenity of the rationalists. Instead of
constantly feeling the pulse of his piety, so to speak, like the young
Anton Reiser, with trembling hopes and fears about the life to come,
Schleiermacher is quite confident that introspection will reveal to him
‘the Divine’, and that already here below his thoughts may dwell with
the eternal. What happens to him in life and whether or not he
achieves his external ends is a matter of comparative indifference. In
any case, ‘my activity was still not empty; if I have only become more
clearly defined and individual in myself, then through this develop-
ment I have also formed [a bit of] world’, that is, presumably,
extended the knowledge of human poteérntialities. This idea is ex-
panded in the second Soliloquy.

Towards the end of this first chapter there is a regular paean to
introspection:

It is self-contemplation then, this great blessing, and this alone, that enables
me to fulfil the sublime demand that man shall not lead his life merely as a
mortal in the realm of time, but also immortally in the sphere of etermty, as
a creature not merely earthly, but divine. My earthly activity flows in the
stream of time, perceptions and feelings change and I cannot arrest any of
them. The scene I have fashioned in my play flits by, and on the sustaining’
wave the stream bears me continually towards new experiences. Yet when-
ever I cast my eyes back into my innerself I am at the same time in the realm
of eternity; I behold the working of the spirit, something no world can change
nor time destroy, something that itself alone calls world and time into being.
Nor does it take, say, the hour that divides years from years to call me to the
enjoyment of the eternal, and to awaken the eye of the spirit, which may be
asleep, even though the heart is beating and the limbs stretching themselves.
He who has once tasted the divine life would fain lead it for ever: every
activity should be accompanied by the glance into the mysteries of spirit,
every moment a man may simultaneously live outside time in the higher
world.

This is clearly the same man who in the Discourses had written:
‘Self-contemplation and contemplation of the universe are inter-
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changeable concepts’, and in a later edition of that work replied to his
critics: ‘How could anyone say that I have described a religion
without God, when I have presented nothing else than the direct and
original existence of God in us through feeling?’ In both works one s
conscious however of a shift in the meaning of traditional terms,
which may easily produce the impression of ambiguity mentioned by
Barth. There is not only the conflict between modern and Christian of
which Barth speaks, but Schleiermacher has his own way of being
each of these. We may be reminded of Schiller’s ‘Das Ideal und das
Leben’: :
Werft die Angst des Irdischen von Euch,

Fliehet aus dem engen dumpfen Leben
In des Ideales Reich!*

but the aim is not just ‘peace of mind’ or remv1gorat10n * after the
struggle of life, but a mystical quest for the divine in the depths of the
personality, when a man has become, through contemplation, ‘more
clearly defined’ and *individual’, more and more his essential self. It
is a highly individualistic conception of religion which leads to a
complete re-thinking of Christian ideas about the nature of God,
about immortality and about the working of conscience. From two or
three more passages we may at least indicate the direction in which
Schleiermacher’s thought is moving in this first Soliloquy:

Do not divide what is eternally one, your being, that cannot dispense either
with action or knowledge of your action without destroying itself! Set all
things in motion in the world and accomplish what you are capable of. Make
manifest your individuality, and mark with your spirit everything that
surrounds you; labour at the sacred tasks of humanity, draw friendly spirits
to you, but always look into yourself, be aware of what you are doing and in
what form your active depths are revealing themselves.

That sounds to begin with very like Schiller again, and the next few
lines are clearly inspired by Kant and Fichte:

The thought with which they believe they are thinking of the Deity, though
they never get so far, has still for you the truth of a beautiful allegory of what
man should be. Through its mere existence spirit maintains for itself the
world. :

Traditional religion is apparently for Schleiermacher a species of
poetry, but it suggests at least the ideal that man should strive after.

* Cast aside mortal fear, take refuge from narrow, stifling life in the realm of the ideal.
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We are reminded of Goethe’s poem, ‘The Divine’ ("Edel sei der
Mensch, hilfreich und gut’), and also of idealist metaphysics. If our
mind can remain conscious of itself as persisting unchanged through-
out all our varied activities, then this awareness is immortality, ‘for
mind requires nothing but itself’. Immortality and the vision of the
Divine are not something reserved, as is usually thought, for mortals
after death, but attainable here and now, and the first Soliloquy ends
with the writer assuring himself:

Even now the spirit hovers over the temporal world, and to behold it is
eternity and the heavenly delight of immortal hymns. Begin your eternal life
then even now in constant self-contemplation; have no care about what will
come, weep not about what passes away; but take care not to lose your own
self, and weep when you drift along in the stream of time, without bearing
heaven within you.

The final words of the first Soliloquy might be interpreted as an
expression either of human dignity or of Christian submission. Again
a parallel in Schiller comes to mind - the passage at the end of the
sixth of the letters On the aesthetic education of man where, rejecting the
view, central to Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776), that the
fragmentation of human powers makes for progress, he says he cannot
believe that nature intended man for any purpose whatsoever to miss
being his full self. In the second Soliloquy again we find Schleier-
macher appealing to the idea of ‘humanity’, and to that of duty
based on religious sanctions, as the surest source of right action:

To contemplate the humanity in oneself, and having once found it, never to
turn one’s eyes away from it, that is the only sure means of never straying from
its sacred ground...Behaviour [of others towards me] that is truly humane
creates in me the clear consciousness of humanity, and this consciousness
allows of no behaviour but what is worthy of humanity...It is always
nonsense and a waste of time to lay down rules and to make experiments in the
realm of freedom. A single free resolution is needed to be a human being:
anyone who hasso resolved, will always remain truly human if he fails, he has
never been so at all.

Schleiermacher’s authority is again his own experience. He recalls
how, as a young man, no doubt in the years at Niesky and Barby when
modern humanistic ideas were dlssolvmg his chlldhood certainties,
he himself ‘found humanity’:
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With proud joy I recall the timé when I discovered humanity and knew that
I should never lose it again. The high revelation came from within,
produced by no ethical code and no philosophical system. The long search,
not satisfied by either of these, was crowned by a moment of illumination;
freedom resolved the dark doubts by action. I may say this, that from that
time on I have never lost touch with myself. What they call conscience I no
longer know; no feeling punishes me, and none needs to warn me. Nordo I
since then strive for this or that virtue...In quiet calm, in unchanging
simplicity I bear the uninterrupted consciousness of complete humanity in
myself.

The mood expressed here is very like that of Wieland when he had
discovered Shaftesbury, with his notion of a ‘moral sense’ that grew
naturally in young gentlemen properly brought up, so that, to behave
humanely, they did not ‘stand in need of such a rectifying Object as
the Gallows’. Wieland is full of the moral optimism of the Enlighten-
ment and, strange as it may seem, he was Schleiermacher’s favourite
author in early manhood. Schleiermacher’s manner was calm and
unhurried like that of Wieland, and though he was a man of principle
and devoted to his friends, it is hard to believe that one who could be
so sure that all was well with his inner world and express so little
concern about the dark side of life in general can often have
experienced strong passions. He was however intensely curious about
the complexities of human nature, and here in the second Soliloquy he
advances more clearly than anyone before the view, later regarded as
typically Romantic, that men are not all essentially similar in their
make-up, as the Enlightenment had believed, but all unique, to
everyone’s advantage. For men who have realized that men are not
just animals, and all share the same gift of reason, it is natural to think
that they are basically alike. But the truth is more complicated:

If most men represent humanity only in its cruder elements, it is because they
have never conceived the thought of their own higher existence. It has taken
firm hold of me...And thus there dawned on me what is now my highest
intuition, it has become clear to me that every man is meant to represent
humanity in his own way, in a special combination of its elements, so that it
may reveal itself in every possible way, and that in the fullness of infinity
everything that can come forth from its womb may become reality.

It was nothing new in Germany for a writer to extol individuality as
opposed to uniformity, the Sturm und Drang had been full of the
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idea, and Goethe had carried it forward, as we have seen, to Wilhelm
Meisters Lehrjahre, although Wilhelm learns there from his friends of
the Tower that only mankind is infinite in faculty. Schleiermacher
does not insist, like the Abbé there, that the young should try many
things, to find out what they are good at. He combines the idea of
individuality with something like the Platonic principle of plenitude
appealed to by believers in the Great Chain of Being, the notion often
mentioned by Herder in the Ideen that everything comes into being
that can.?

The idea of individual development put forward by Schleier-
macher with religious fervour as a kind of mystical ideal was imme-
diately taken up by Friedrich Schlegel and the Athendum group. It
combined readily with the anti-mechanistic currents of thought which
had come down from Hamann and Herder and with the early
vitalistic theories in. biology like those of J. F. Blumenbach dis-
cussed by Goethe in his short essay headed Bildungstrieb, translating
‘nisus formativus’. He sees the anthropomorphic nature of such
theories, which ‘were for Goethe no more than useful expedients,
designed to facilitate discussion of natural processes without claim-
ing to define them conclusively’.1® Goethe in his maturity always
associates self-culture with the formation and transformation which
he sees going on in all living nature. Organic structures generally, he
sees, are never entirely stable or completed, but always things
trembling in constant movement. He sees men, like plants, con-
stantly converting material from without into new growth of their
highly individual selves, and after Italy he habitually thinks of living
things if possible in their whole life-cycles, and even of landscapes
or towns not as they are at one moment, but in the successive
appearances known to him, of Venice for instance at low as well
as high tide. The classical ideal of personality as an organic unity of
fully developed, freely active human powers was taken over by the
Romantics but extended by their fertile minds with little thought for
observed reality. As Kluckhohn says:

They have gone to school with Fichte and have absorbed his idea of ‘infinite
progress’, according to which totality is never fully realized in temporal life,
but is capable of being raised to an ever higher and higher power to infinity.
In this sense Friedrich Schlegel can say: ‘Imagine a finite cultivated to an
infinite degree, and you reach the idea of a man’ (Ideen) and ‘It is a
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characteristic of humanity; that it must raise itself above humanity’ (Ideen)
and Novalis: “We have to be not merely men, but more than men. Man is in
general as much as universe’.!!

Along with this by no means common-sense view of human nature
went the realization that the highest creative powers of man are
largely unconscious and that he possesses supersensual capacities for
communication with others and possibly with spirits outside time
and space. Hamlet’s ‘What a piece of work is a man!’ began to look
outdated.

New ideals of ‘Bildung’ were the natural concomitant of these
enlarged conceptions of human nature and destiny. ‘Bildung’ in fact,
as Haym already saw, became a party shibboleth for the German
Romantics, and the most extravagant statements were made about it,
especially by Friedrich Schlegel, who calls it in the Ideen, one of his
collections of aphorisms in the Athendum, ‘the supreme good and the
one thing needful’. He began in the way that had become usual in
Germany late in the eighteenth century for ambitious spirits seeking
the highest culture, like Wilhelm von Humboldt or Goethe, but with
more scholarly competence than either of these, with the most
searching study of Greek literature and philosophy, with the aim of
becoming its Winckelmann. For him, as for them, the good, the
beautiful and the Greek meant very much the same thing, and noone
could have too much of them. ‘The study of Greece and Rome’, he
wrote in an unpublished preface to his proposed great work, which
remained a splendid torso, ‘is of absolute value, not just for this man
and that, but for the whole age, for the whole of humanity.”’2 This was
written just before Friedrich got to know Fichte and his heady
philosophy, and before his extended study, along with his brother, of
modern European literatures began to relativize his classical enthu-
siasm. From the beginning, as his letters show, his goal had been
something wider than scholarship, a general philosophy of life at a-

_time when all values seemed to be in question. The foundations of
his ideas about personal culture at the time of the Athendum
(1798-1800) seem to have been those familiar from Humboldt and
Goethe, the belief in free will and perfectibility and the identification
of humanistic idealism with religion, or with all that could now be
hoped for in its place. Following Fichte, however, he made the most
extravagant claims for the powers of the human mind when freed, as
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Goethe’s Baccalaureus puts it, from philistine modesty:

Wer, ausser mir, entband euch aller Schranken

Philisterhaft einklemmender Gedanken?

Ich aber frei, wie mir’s im Gieste spricht,

Verfolge froh mein innerliches Licht,

Und wandle rasch, im eigensten Entziicken,

Das Helle vor mir, Finsternis im Riicken. (Faust 11, 1. 6801-6.)*

What Schlegel always stresses is the unlimited capacity of everyone to
develop from within, to what he calls god-like heights: ‘To become
God, to be a man, to develop oneself are different expressions of the
same thought’ (Athendum Fragments). Unlike Schleiermacher in
the second Solzloquy, he does not at the same time remind us of the
limitations given with individuality, of the sobering truth that only
mankind as a whole is infinite in faculty. He sees that men need each
other’s stimulus for full development and praises the ‘symphiloso-
phizing’, the perpetual discussion which wasa Romantic habit, but he
wants the individual to aim at universality, and even to be able to ‘tune
himself’ at will as one tunes an instrument — but only our own time
could have provided the image he required, of choosing any wave-
length one wishes, ‘philosophical, or philological, critical or poetic,
historical or rhetorical, ancient or modern’.!> When the Schlegels
and especially their women-folk had finally got unbearably on each
others’ nerves in Jena and dispersed, and one literary venture of
Friedrich’s after another had failed, his ideas of Bildung seem to have
became much less exacting, though he himself continued his con-
quest of the languages and literatures of the world, becoming a
pioneer in the study of Sanskrit and Persian and in comparative
philology. At the same time he became more and more attracted by
the order, beauty and authority of Roman Catholicism, and he was.
finally received into the Church in 1808 with Dorothea, whom he had
married in 1804. He had shed his ideas about Bildung asa rellglon as
an ultimate goal in itself, by about 1804, when he wrote in the
introduction to a History of European Literature in praise of a literary
education as a mental training for practical affairs, which was to be a
very ordinary late nineteenth- -century pomt of view.

* Who else but I freed you from all the bonds of philistine restrictive thought> But I follow freely
my inner light as the spirit moves me, forward thh speed enraptured with myself brlghtness
ahead, and darkness at my back.
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The- quasi-deification of the artist and original thinker in some
Romantic writings round about 1800 is one sign of a new pattern of
thinking about life in general which was to prove persuasive to many
throughout the century and is by no means dead to-day. It is all part
of the revolt against rationalism with its certainties based on quasi-
mathematical laws. Herder had argued that there was no single ideal
in ethics or art or anything else that we should all accept, resulting
from the accumulated wisdom of the ages, but that different ages and
groups had their own ideals valid for them. Even Schleiermacher had
spoken to Friedrich Schlegel about the immorality of all moral laws.
With the decline of orthodox Christianity, the questioning of social
and political authority in the age of the French Revolution, the spread
of Kantian ideas about values as essentially subjective, the result of
human choice, and the general implication of the primacy of the will
in the writers, like Schiller, whom he inspired, it came to be more and
more usual for ordinary people to be impressed by vehemence of
assertion, heroic defiance of authority, imaginative eloquence and
that kind of emotional appeal rather than by reasoned argument based
on verifiable facts.

The third Soliloquy is a criticism of contemporary society in the
light of Schleiermacher’s ideal of true humanity. It draws the
familiar contrast between the ends pursued by the ordinary man,
directed chiefly towards the physical comfort and material prosperity
of himself and his family, and the purposes which the man of
cultivation, especially the moralist, sees as worthy of his efforts. It is
not an age of genuine enlightenment, but ‘a bad and dark time’, in
spite of its belief in progress. ‘This perverse generation likes to speak
about the progress of the world, so that it can think itself better than
its forefathers and boast about it.’ It is true that man can feel himself to
be more truly than ever before ‘the lord of the earth’, because of his
mastery of useful knowledge and techniques, but it is a humiliating
thought that this should be considered the whole purpose of human-
ity. Like Herder in Auch eine Philosophie he cries:

Is man then merely a sensual creature, so that even the most intense feeling
of life, of health and strength can be his highest good? Is it enough for mind
that it inhabits the body, controlling its processes of growth and reproduc-
tion and conscious of itself as supreme? Their whole effort is directed to the
physical, their whole pride founded on it. In awareness of their humanity they
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have only got so far that they can rise from concern about their own bodily life
and well-being to concern about the similar welfare of all. That is virtue for
them, justice and love, that is their loud shout of triumph over mean
selfishness, that is the end of their wisdom.

That even the comfortable minority lead spiritually impoverished
lives is to be seen from their social institutions, which all reflect a low
view of the nature of man. Schleiermacher considers in turn friend-
ship, marriage and what he calls ‘the state’. What is wrong with
friendship is that so few are ready to accept their fellows as true
individuals, valuable through their differentness. ‘Many of the better
sort of men go about therefore with the structure of their own being
hardly discernable, pruned as it has been by their friends and
plastered over with foreign additions.” Similarly with marriage:

In their dumb uniformity all these families are the bare grave of freedom and
true life. Does she make him happy, does she live wholly for him? Does he
make her happy, is he all amiability ? Are both never so happy as when one can
sacrifice him- or herself for the other? O do not torture me, vision of the
misery that dwells deep behind their joy, of the approaching end that only
conjures up before them, as usual, this last illusion of life.

What is lacking is the new common will which should arise ‘out of the
harmony of their natures’. As children come into being through the
physical union of their parents, so in every institution, according to
Schleiermacher’s idealistic theory, the merging of individual wills,
which he sees as its raison d’étre, should give rise to actions express-
ing a common will, not a state of things in which first one and then
another member asserts himself. In the political system of Germany
in 1800 he naturally finds this mystical ideal unrealized:

Where are the old fairy-tales of the wise about the state? Where is the power
which this highest stage of existence should give to man? the consciousness
which all should share of being participants in its reason and imagination
and strength? So far removed is this generation from any notion of what
this side of humanity can mean[...]that all believe the best state to be the
one that is least noticed.

This means that ‘the fairest artifact of man, through which he should
raise his being to its highest stage’, is regarded ‘as a necessary evil,
an indispensable piece of machinery to hide his deficiencies’. There
are hints here already of the organic conception of the state that
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Schleiermacher was to put forward in later life, with its myst1cal
theories concealing hidden assumptions.!4

In spite of his dissatisfaction with the present state of society and
with the process of ossification which, as he has observed, so soon sets
in when any reform is successfully attempted, Schleiermacher does
not despair, because ‘divine imagination’ gives him sure foreknow-
ledge of a better future. ‘Bildung’ will develop out of barbarism and
life out of the sleep of death. This he believes on the analogy of what
has already happened in history, taking the long view. Man has at least
conquered nature, as ‘the soul of the seer’ prophesied long ago,
though his savage hearers can have had no conception of what he
meant. True civilization will in time follow, through the persistent
efforts of the few who, ‘hating dead forms live for their own
individual cultivation and thus belong to the future world’.

The fourth and fifth Soliloquies consist chiefly of musings on
Schleiermacher’s own personal hopes and fears for the future. In the
fourth, ‘Prospect’, he congratulates himself on the calm and clarity of
mind with which he looks to the future as his own, to be shaped as he
chooses, except in so far as each choice is a renunciation of certain
possibilities. Because of his initial choice of his calling and aim in life,
‘the first act of his freedom’, he is no longer free to do completely what
he likes, but no one in his senses wants to be. ‘I live in the
consciousness of my whole nature. To become ever more completely
what T am, that is my sole intent’, a very Nietzschean one, as
Kluckhohn observes, and this is by no means the only similarity
between these two late products of Christianity. Later in the Soli-
loquy Schleiermacher confidently claims that the power of the
imagination makes the spirit superior to any external force and any
limitation: '

The impossibility of doing a thing externally does not limit internal action
[...]S0 certainly do we belong to each other that though we have never
met, imagination can still transport us to our beautiful paradise.

This is said of the ideal wife he has spoken of as merely a dream,
though it is already Eleonore Grunow he hasin mind. In the real crisis
which ‘supervened later, his confidence in imagination was badly
shaken. In the fifth Soliloquy he assures himself, with the same
boundless subjectivity, that old age itself has no terrors for the free
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mind. The differences men show in their aging can only be a matter
of will: .

Who dares to assert that the consciousness of even the great and holy
thoughts created by the mind from itself depends on the body, and
awareness of the true world on the use of the physical limbs?

The last paragraph of all sums up the theme of Schleiermacher’s
reflexions in these lines:

The profit a man gains through introspection is that despondency and
weakness may not come near him, for from the consciousness of inner
freedom and its activity spring eternal youth and joy.

Schleiermacher’s. Soliloquies is not perhaps the sort of book to
attract a modern reader, dipping into it without preparation. Its
elevated, rather mannered language holds him at a distance and its
obtrusive verse rhythms, consciously adopted by the inexperienced
writer, are distracting and somehow inconsistent with his aim of
presenting his soul d¢ nu. How infinitely better Nietzsche masks
himself as a prophet in Also sprach Zarathustra, writing also with
pastors’ blood in his veins and, consciously or unconsciously, with
Luther’s Bible as the model of models in his mind! But read with some
knowledge of the author’s life, the earlier history of *Bildung’and the
ideas of his Romantic friends, the book can be a revealing and moving
document, helping us to understand many aspects of German
idealism at the opening of the nineteenth century, not as a philoso-
phical system but as a ‘Weltanschauung’, applicable to the problems
of everyday life. As Haym says: ‘Here an ethical ideal is set up of
wider application than that of our great poets, of richer content than
that of our great philosophers’, and at least the attempt is made to
suggest improvements in private and public life in the light of this
ideal.15

Schleiermacher’s discussion of Bildung continues in important
respects, as we have seen, the existing German tradition, but it adds
much to it that bears his own stamp and some features that can beseen
as typically Romantic. From the beginning it is clear that he is an
idealist through and through, in the sense that life means for him
mental activity, almost to the exclusion of any thought of the
physical. He never questions the control of the conscious mind over

81




GERMAN TRADITION OF SELF-CULTIVATION

the body, or the freedom of the will, though he does not follow the
more extreme Idealist philosophers and represent human conduct as
unpredictable and completely non-determined. He understands the
growth of character too well for that, giving due weight to the
influence of heredity and past choices, as well as that of a man’s
friends and associates, and of the cultural tradition into which he
was born. The chief novelty in his picture of human psychology is
the intensity with which he realizes the fact of individuality, his
awareness of the unique combination of qualities, or at least of poten-
tialities, to be discovered in every human being. He goes further
in praise of originality than Goethe or Humboldt, laying the whole
stress on ‘Ausbildung’, the unfolding of individual capacities, all
apparently to be welcomed, and hinting at ‘Anbildung’, the enrich-
ment of the individual from without, so that he ‘knows the best
that is known and thought in the world’, only in what he says in
the second Soliloquy about being frequently in the company of
others, to study the endless variety of human nature and learn to
appreciate the qualities one lacks.

The second key-word for Schleiermacher is “humanity’ (Mensch-
heit’), a concept he himself arrived at, it seems, as much from
intercourse with humane people as from reading. At a certain stage,
he had an intuition of true humanity which gave him an ethical
tuning-fork, so to speak, far superior to conscience as usually
understood, namely, it would seem, as our memory of the moral rules
drilled into us as children. In the age of Kant morality could not be a
matter of obeying rules, but in the absence of them, standards are all
internal and hard to put into words. Haym contrasts Schleiermacher
with Friedrich Schlegel, who makes morality analogous to art and
writes: ‘True virtue is the quality of genius.’ It is a ‘divine egoism’
for him if anyone makes it his highest calling to develop his individ-
uality, much as Gundolf tried to persuade us that Goethe’s chief
artistic creation was himself. It is in this mood that Schlegel and his
friends make ‘Bildung’ their all in all, the antithesis of the utilitarian
and the narrowly moral, One of Friedrich’s Ideen runs: ‘Do not
squander your faith and love on the political world, but offer up your
inmost being in the divine world of scholarship and art to swell the
sacred fiery stream of eternal culture.’

Schleiermacher was quite free from this 'dlvme egoism’. A main
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source of his idea of the humane, as of Schlegel’s, must have been
recent German philosophy and literature, but his standpoint was
always moral and religious, not aesthetic. He could not make very
much, for instance, of Wilhelm Meister. There was too much ‘nega-
tivity’ in Wilhelm and in the characters generally, it was all aimed
too much at readers of a particular class, one very important for
Goethe’s life but not for that of the time. The matters of general inter-
est in it on the other hand all suffered from arbitrariness.!® He had
some contacts with Goethe but did not take to him. Goethe, according
to Friedrich Schlegel, reading the Discourses, was at first delighted
with the author’s manysided culture, but as the book became more
and more Christian and the style more careless, he changed his mind
and ended up-with a ‘healthy and happy dislike’.!? The religious basis
of Schleiermacher’s thinking keeps it, in spite of his preoccupation
with self-culture, free from the self-centred narrowness even Spranger
finds in Wilhelm von Humboldt (see above, p. 22). ‘His ideal’, says
Dilthey, ‘directs the will towards a highest good embracing the whole
of humanity’.!® He seems to delight in finding new developments of
human individuality, much as poets like Brockes had greeted new
beauties in a garden, as fresh evidence of God’s goodness. It is‘true
that in the second Soliloquy he expresses his determination to form
himself within rather than to ‘form works’, the literary works which
Friedrich Schlegel was so eager to see him produce, but this is only
because he considered it impossible for anyone to be a serious writer
and at the same time ‘give humanity in himself a distinct shape and
express it in action of all kinds’, the task to which he was fully
committed. What he had chiefly in mind was no doubt the formation
of his moral personality by contemplation directed towards the sort of
problems he was to deal with exhaustively a few years later in his
Grundlinien einer Kritik der bisherigen Sittenlehre (1803), his study of
ethics. Before he died at the age of sixty-five he was to produce
‘works’ in abundance, theology which ‘initiated a new period in
church history’ (Neander), moral philosophy of lasting importance
and a fine translation of Plato with commentary, all this while fully
engaged in lecturing and preaching, always extempore, so that what
we have of his lectures and sermons is almost all reconstructed.
Schleiermacher’s feeling for the individual quality in other people
as human beings struck Friedrich Schlegel as quite exceptional, far in
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excess of his own or that of anyone he knew. ‘His whole being is
moral’, he wrote to his brother, ‘and among all the outstanding men
I know, it is in him alone that moral sensitivity outweights every other
quality.”’® But individualism in one form or another is of course
recognized as one of the main characteristics of Romantic theory in
France and Germany, and of Romantic practice everywhere.2°
Schleiermacher’s unlimited sympathy with others and his trust in life
are attractive youthful features in the Soliloquies, but looked at
historically, the belief in and pursuit of individuality, especially in
its political applications, may well be regarded as the starting-point
of dangerous tendencies, as well as of intoxicating new hopes. The
idea of individual uniqueness as a most desirable quality came to be
applied, already by Schleiermacher himself in the third Soliloquy,
as we have seen, to every form of social group from the family to
the state. As Erich Franz writes:

The idea of individualism in Schleiermacher is not merely compatible with
the recognition of the community, it may rather be said to demand it, and the
two ideas form a closely woven unity. The full development of the self only
takes place in the give and take of friendship, for all friendship is based, if
genuine, on love of the individual features in one’s friends. In friendship,
marriage and relations with the fatherland this new type of man looks for more
than any before, namely ‘a furtherance and a complement to his own
self-cultivation (‘Bildung’)’, ‘a gain in new inner life’. So together with the
new personal individualism, the new individual and concrete conception of
the state comes into being. At this point the contrast between Romanticism
and both the Enlightenment and Weimar Humanism becomes particularly
marked.2!

Meinecke in his great study of the transition from cosmopolitanism to
the nation-state in Germany makes no mention of this original
contribution of Schleiermacher’s, but he points to a very similar
argument in Novalis, which was taken up by Adam Miiller, the most
influential political theorist of the time. Miiller began his lectures in
Dresden in 1808 on the Elements of Politics with this very idea of the
personality of the state, which he missed in Adam Smith. The best
way to think of the state, he said, was as a great individual compris-
ing all the small ones.??

. It seems almost paradoxical, Erich Franz says, that while carrying
the ideal of the inward development of the personality to an unprece-
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dented extreme, Schleiermacher should at the same time have
discovered the notions of the people (* Volk’) and the fatherland, long
before Schiller’s patriotic play Wilhelm Tell (1804) and Fichte’s
Addresses to the German People (1807-8). What it meant was that the
old natural law conception of the isolated personality, still held by the
Enlightenment and Kant after a development, mainly in Germany, of
centuries, was replaced by the recognition of a connection between
the individual and the community founded in their very essence. We
shall come back to this important question of where German ideas of
the state began to diverge from those of France and Great Britain,
much discussed during and after the First World-War, in the last
chapter (see pp. 237-8) but it is interesting to note that Franz,
writing in National Socialist times, distinguishes those believers in
the unity of the state and the individual who lay the stress on
personal development, like Schleiermacher, Fichte and later La-
garde, and those who lay it on the super-individual community, like
Hegel (‘The highest community is the highest freedom’) and the
nationalistic ‘folk’-enthusiasts of his own day like Ernst Kriegk. He
quotes in a note, in self-defence, that even Kriegk considers the
individual to represent ‘an autonomous whole’.2?

Franz finds the root of Schleiermacher’s individuality ideas in the
homely piety of the Herrnhut Brotherhood. These Pietists had the
keenest interest in each other as persons and in the state of each
other’s souls, they delighted in intimate letters, confessions, diaries,
psychological self-exploration, and they were always conscious of the
separateness of their group of converted souls from the wicked world.
The group and the individuals who made it up really had an
‘organic’ connection like a body and its members. Long before
Schleiermacher’s time the process of secularization had set in, with
educated pietists and their families, and originally religious attitudes
had come to be transferred to'friends and lovers, nature and
literature. The literary results of this transference in men of genius are
well known. Gradually more abstract objects were found. for these
generous impulses, in social and educational work in particular,
notably in Halle, through Francke’s foundations, and at the end of the
century, it seems clear, one important source of emergent national-
ism was this same reservoir of feeling for something outlasting and .
transcending the individual. Gerhart Kaiser has brought together
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evidence of a connection in a2 number of well-known figures between
originally pietistic ways of thinking and feeling and the earliest
expressions of patriotism in German literature. Not just single ideas
and images but whole systems of them were involved, passed on by
‘patriotic heirs-of Pietism’ like F. C. von Moser, Klopstock, Lava-
ter, Herder, Novalis, Schleiermacher and Steffens. ‘The heirs of
Pietism transfer the basic principles of its religious life, emotional-
ism, subjectivism and spiritualism to an imagined ideal fatherland.
They are “preachers of patriotism” (Novalis) announcing their
mystic visions of-an “inner fatherland”, a sort of eschatological idea
very different from the political realities in Germany.’?* Such men
tended thus to deceive themselves about the actual state they lived in,
explaining its faults away instead of trying by political means to
correct -them: Kaiser brings out too the connection between the
Lutheran doctrine of Christian submission to the state and German
political theories, about the essence of freedom consisting in accept-
ing the law as one’s own will, summed up in Hegel's phrase:
‘Freedom is insight into necessity.” It is not surprising to find
Schleiermacher preaching patriotism after Jena and taking a pro-
minent part later in recruiting volunteers at the beginning of the War
of Liberation. '

--Schleiermacher was a great and good man, in public and in private
life, but looking back after a century and a half and remembering the
calamities that have resulted for the world from the excesses of
German nationalism, one cannot help questioning some of the views
he put forward in all innocence. If what is regarded as most
important in men’s development, taking them singly, orin groups and
nations also interpreted as persons, is individuality, richness in novel
features, then provision must somehow be made for the *harmony’ or
‘proportion’ included, as we have seen, in the recipes of Humboldt
and Goethe, otherwise the uniqueness on which these individuals
pride themselves is bound to lead to conflict in a crowded world.
Historicism, the full appreciation of the uniqueness and claim to
consideration of every nation and civilization thrown up in turn by
history, combined with Romantic irrationalism, the idea of self-
dedication to an ideal, no matter what, as the value of values, seem to
us now, in the light of experience, to have been a wonderful stimulus
for emergent nations, but ultimately a great danger to the peace of the

86



SCHLEIERMACHER: MONOLOGEN

world. Schleiermacher’s political ideas are of course only present in
germ in the Soliloquies, but he returned to them later in various
lectures, in which too he is ‘not purely descriptive but bases his
argument on assumptions which he never makes explicit, and of
which he was possibly unaware’.2® One such assumption in the
Soliloquies seems to be that all original development in himself and
others is good, a piece of optimism which he perhaps unconsciously
justified by his. religious belief in the omni-presence of God. In
practice he supported the Prussian monarchy through thick and thin,
as the product of history and not something ‘created by man himself
proceeding from a theoretical model’, which would always be use-
less.26 He did not conceal his belief in constitutional government,
however, and after the July Revolution in Paris, there were rumours
current in Berlin in 1831 that he was one of the leaders of the newly
founded democratic party. They were quite unjustified, and Schleier-
macher put out a public statement which is a good example of the
authoritarian way of thinking to which we shall find many parallels in
later German writers. It ends with these words:

Since the Peace of Tilsit [1807] we have made rapid progress, and that
without revolution, without a parliament, more, even without freedom of the
press; but alwayg preserving the unity of the people with the King and the
King with the people. Should we not have to be robbed of our sound senses
to imagine that from now on we should make better progress with a
revolution? Therefore I for my part am very sure that I shall alwaysbe on the
side of the King if I am on the side of the wisest men of the nation.
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GOETHE: WILHELM MEISTERS
WANDERJAHRE (1829)

Thomas Mann considered Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre to be, as we
shall see (p. 246) :

a wonderful anticipation of German progress from inwardness to the
objective and political, to republicanism. It is a work that is far more
complete in its humanity than the German ‘Biirger’ thinks if he understands
it merely as a monument of personal culture and pietistic autobiography. It
begins with individualistic” self-development through miscellaneous ex-
periences and ends in a political utopia. In between stands the idea of
education|...]It teaches us to see the element of education as the organic
transition from the world of inwardness to that of the objective; it shows how
the one grows humanly and naturally out of the other.

Searching in the early days of the Weimar Republic for support in the
German classics for the new political attitude he had come to regard
as necessary at that time, Thomas Mann could indeed find in the
Wanderjahre some of the leading ideas he mentions. In times of
crisis, there have always been Germans who have turned to their
classical writers in search of illumination and wisdom, notably after
1848, 1918 and 1945.! Wilhelm Mommsen, however, who has
examined Goethe’s political and social views perhaps more impar-
tially than these writers, finds that they, with a host of others, have
tended to read into Goethe a message for their times, inevitably
coloured by their own political convictions. He brings out in his sober
assessment of Goethe as a political thinker the essentially eighteenth-
century view of society that Goethe continued to hold all his life, and
explains why it is hopelessly misleading to apply modern labels to the
opinions about society and the state expressed by Goethe and other
Germans in the early decades of the nineteenth century, when in their
country there were no political parties in the modern sense and the
pattern of political and social thought was indescribably complex and
shifting.2 In any case, it is always dangerous to use imaginative works
as evidence of a writer’s real opinions, for any ideas about the actual
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world which may be expressed in them are put into the mouths of
fictional characters with a primarily aesthetic appeal. With late works
of Goethe’s like the Wanderjahre or Faust II such a.procedure is
especially hazardous, because charactersand eventsin them are seldom
what they seem at first sight, but often a symbolically coded, perhaps
very obscure expression of the poet’s playful thoughts and fancies.
In the opening chapters of the Wanderjahre there is a good
example of this poetic ambiguity. At the beginning of the main
narrative we are told how Wilhelm and Felix, moving through
mountainous country, fall in with a group of people who look just like
the Holy Family in old paintings of the Flight into Egypt, then, in the
first of many novellas interrupting the main story, we learn how this
apparent reincarnation has quite naturally come about. One plane
of imagined reality is suddenly merged, as it were, into another, as
happens today in the cinema, and a minimum of straight narrative
forms only one element along with short stories, deéscriptive reports,
letters, diaries and collections of aphorisms. Characters seem to
wander out of the interposed stories into the main narrative and back,
and in the seventh chapter of the second book, set on Lake Mag-
giore, we meet ‘the painter’, who is eagerly seeking out and painting
pictures of the home background in Italy of the dead Mignon, of
whom he can only have heard by reading Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre.
This is in short a thoroughly Romantic work in the way in which it
combines all possible forms and mingles the ‘real’ with the symbolic.
‘Inwardness’, to revert to Thomas Mann, is allowed so much scope
that we are never sure that we can take anything as ‘objective and
political’ statement, and not rather as the uncommitted theory or
fantasy so common in German literature. »
Before testing Thomas Mann’s statements about the Wanderjahre,
it may be helpful to remind ourselves of the well-authenticated
reports we have about Goethe’s political and social opinions as
expressed in conversations with Eckermann, Riemer, Chancellor
Miiller and Luden. On this evidence Goethe was a conservative
individualist to the marrow, the sort of man who greatly prefers the
status quo to any new form of state or society constructed from a
blueprint. Benthamism, for instance, he firmly rejected, Soret says,
‘because the good of the great mass of the people is not for him a
principle, but a result’. For illustration Goethe pointed to his own
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work as a writer, in which he had simply tried to tell the truth and say
what he thought, without considering the interests of the masses, but
from which good for others had resulted, though not his original aim.
There might be something to be said for principles like Bentham’s in
legislation, but that was none of his business and he gladly left it to
others. Anyhow, in his view, it should aim at removing evils rather
than at positive improvements. Everyone should keep his place and
work according to his lights.® Similarly he had said to Eckermann six
years earlier that he saw troubled times ahead, but that the sensible
thing was for a man to carry on with the job he had learnt to do in his
own station in life, and to leave others to do theirs. Let the cobbler
stick to his last, the peasant follow the plough and the prince learn how
to rule. For that was also a job that had tobe learnt, and no one should
lay claim to it who did not understand it.4

There is a similar natural order for states as for md1v1duals Goethe
told Falk. They grow, flourish or decline through the influence of
geography and climate on people with their own particular endow-
ments, and theories do more harm than good in the process.®
Piickler-Muskau found that political systems and constitutions did
not greatly interest Goethe. ‘He kept returning to his favourite idea,
that everyone should only be concerned about working on with faith
and love in his own sphere, great or small, and then good would not
fail to result, under any form of government.® It went without saying
for Goethe that what any state most needs is a firm government with
unquestioned authority. Immediately after Prussia’s defeat at the
battle of Jena Goethe said to' Riemer:

When St Paul says: ‘Let every soul be subject unto the higher powers, for
there is no power but of God; the powers that be are ordained of God’
[Romans xiii, 1], he is giving expression to a very high culture, and one that
it had not been possible to reach by any.path until Christianity showed the
way. It is a command which, if all the conquered now observed it, would keep
them from all wilful and ill-advised behaviour, which will do them no good.”

Goethe is invoking the divine right of kings, that is, in support of the
French invader! It is in the same spirit that he spoke of the Holy
Alliance to Eckermann with the highest praise: ‘Nothing greater and
more beneficial for humanity has ever been conceived.” He had no
patience with the eternal faultfinders who attacked it, people, he said,
who had vented their spite on the great Napoleon in his day.® He did
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not see in such criticism a laudable independence but a lack of that
respect for other people which had been instilled into him in his
youth. Sometimes he blamed the vogue of Rousseauistic ideas in
education, speaking to Boisserée for example about the conceit and
impudence of the small boys he had seen in the Pestalozzi-type school
at Wiesbaden, who were not afraid of any stranger, but more likely to
frighten him’.®

Goethe sometimes admitted that there was somethmg in- his
individual nature which made him luke-warm on political questions
and inclined to keep out of conflicts of any kind, but he thought too
that this was typical of the German Biirger of his time. ‘I have never
in my life wanted to set myself up in vain opposition to the strong
current of mass opinion or of the ruling principle. I have always
preferred to retire into my shell and live there as I wished.”?® One can
suggest many explanations of the political and social indifference of
the mass of the middle class in Germany in the eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries — separatism and centuries of authoritarian
rule, even in the so-called Free Towns like Frankfurt am Main, the
survival of the medieval system of rigid social estates, along with
traditional economic forms and techniques in agriculture and guild
industry, the Lutheran habit of obedience to the established auth-
ority in secular matters, and so on. An important factor in Goethe’s
case, as Barker Fairley has pointed out, was that the French Revolu-
tion happened when he was already forty years old, ‘at the very time
when he was least willing to concern himself with it and, if for no other
reason, least able to learn from it’.** It was natural that as a
cosmopolitan, who shared Schiller’s view that ‘it is the privilege and
the duty of the philosopher and the poet to belong in mind to no nation
and to no people, but to be in the full sense of the words the
contemporary of all times’,!2 he refused to write war poems in 1813,
when a great many expected it of him. ‘I go on being my natural self
and try, not following the way of the world, to conserve, to bring order
and to explain. And so too I try to urge the friends of scholarship and
art who stay at home like me to keep alight, if only under its ashes, the
holy fire which the next generation will need so badly.’*® Comparing
notes with Thomas Mann in the Shades, he will certainly agree with
him that extreme nationalism is barbarism and a fatal thing for
writers to succumb to, the sin against the Holy Ghost (see p. 249).
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~They will also agree in rejecting German conceptions of national
freedom when they go beyond the reasonable ideal of independence
among equals. ‘One never hears more talk about freedom than when
one party wants to suppress another.”4 It is not the refusal to
acknowledge anything above us that makes us free, Goethe said to
Eckermann, but the capacity to respect what is above us. He resents
therefore the bad manners of north German merchants in claiming
equality by sitting down uninvited beside him at his table in an inn.®
He is no ‘prince’s lackey’ because he gladly serves a prince whose
whole life has been one of service. Order is impossible without a social
hierarchy. '

W. Mommsen shows conclusively that Goethe retained to the end
typically eighteenth-century German ideas about the relationship
between a prince and his subjects. It would be misleading to call him
reactionary, for he still believed that in the course of time, political
and- social institutions inevitably grow oppressive and unbearable,
‘reason becomes nonsense, blessings turn into plagues’, as Faust had
said. But just as in geology he preferred Neptunist gradualism to
Plutonist theories of violent upheavals, so in the political and social
sphere he could see no good coming from violent uprisings of the
ignorant masses, like the French Revolution as he always saw it,
ignoring the dominant part played by his own class, the bourgeoisie.
Reform from above, timely adjustments initiated by enlightened
rulers and their experienced advisers were his prescription, for the
kind of government he always had in mind was like the one he knew
and had once shared responsibility in, the paternal ‘Conseil’ of the
Duchy of Weimar, consisting of the Duke and three advisers, which
had administrative and legislative functions of the utmost variety but,
since Weimar was so small a state, virtually no concern with maximi-
sation of the state’s military and political power, the question which in
Prussia was always of supreme importance. After 1806 Goethe was
quite happy to see Weimar in the ‘Rheinbund’ and to call Napoleon
his Emperor, for he looked upon him as the protector of German and
even European culture. It was culture that really mattered, the
freedom of the creative individual to fulfil himself and thereby to
contribute to the ‘world-literature’ which he saw coming, or to its
counterparts in the other arts and sciences. After 1815, Metternich’s
policy of restoration seemed to him the safest course, and he had no
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sympathy with the progressives who called for freedom of the press,
the abolition of the censorship, popular representation and written
constitutions. The existing political and social order had worked too
well, he thought, to be rejected in favour of mere theories, which
neglected what was for him the basic truth, that ‘we are all only free
if we fulfil certain necessary conditions. The Biirger is as free as the
nobleman, as long as he keeps within the limits assigned to him by
God, when he was born into a particular state of life.” What freedom
had he enjoyed himself that winter, except the use of one small study
and the adjoining bedroom? It is enough for anyone to be able to live
in health and to follow his calling.®

The prevailing idea about property, it is unnecessary to add, was
that it too should be distributed as it always had been, according to
one’s inherited status, with a wide range from rich to poor. Though
foreigners like Mme de Staél and even Howitt (c. 1840) were still
struck by the slow pace and calm continuity of German life, Goethe
noticed a new social mobility in his old age. He wrote to Zelter:

Young people are stimulated far too early and then swept away in the
whirlpool of the times. Wealth and speed are what the world admires and all
seek[...] It is a century for capable, wide-awake, practical people who, with
their nimble minds, feel themselves superior to the crowd, though their own
gifts may not be equal to the highest tasks.!?

These words were written just at the time when Goethe was
beginning the revision of the first, shorter version of the Wanderjahre
which had appeared in 1821, to produce the final one of 1829.
The re-writing carried out when he was almost eighty years old was
almost as extensive as that which had been necessary to transform the
Theatralische Sendung into Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre, and here again
the re-shaping had the effect of giving the original central idea of the
work more universal expression by shifting the interest from Wil-
helm himself to a group of characters pursuing a similar but more
definite aim, association with whom contributes towards making him
more mature in character. The novel about Wilhelm’s undefined
wanderings becomes one about emigration with clear social aims in
view, though the title more fitting for the earlier.version is retained.
The groups concerned and the background in which they move are
chosen to illustrate social problems of Goethe’s later years, European
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rather than purely German. The apparently secure foundations of the
age of the Rococo, depicted in the Lehrjahre, have been shaken by two
revolutions, the political French revolution of the bourgeoisie and,
more stressed in the Wanderjahre, the economic revolution still in
progress, the commercialization of agriculture by the ‘improvers’and
the gradual encroachment, on guild forms of craft industry and local
trade, of new forms of industry and trade based on the replacement of
the strength of human muscles by machines, powered first by water or
wind and then by steam. It was in the nature of these new forms to
involve larger and more impersonal units at each stage, to move away
from local trade and guild industry to the provincial, national, world
organization of these activities, and from the aim of producing for
each traditional grade of society the consumable goods etc. that had
‘always’ been considered fitting towards unlimited production for
profit in a world market. In a word, modern capitalism was begin-
ning to transform even the backwaters of Europe, at a different rate
of course in the various countries, and in the regions and cities of
each.

In the Wanderjahre the process has gone at most as far as what
Sombart for instance calls ‘early capitalism’. The general conditions
of life are those of an agrarian country, like Germany until well after
Goethe's time, one where only a minority live in towns, and most are
engaged in agriculture, cattle-breeding etc., some on large estates like
those of the Uncle or Makarie and some as peasant proprietors. The
region described is not named, but it is upland or mountainous
country like much of southern Germany and Switzerland, where a
great deal of the land is unproductive, so that the peasantry are glad
of part-time work in their homes, like the spinning and weaving
described in the fifth chapter of Book 111. Lenardo’s diary tellsin great
detail of a so-called domestic industry such as Goethe would remem-
ber vaguely from his Swiss journeys but which he asked his artist
friend Heinrich Meyer to observe specially for him on a holiday visit
in 1810 to his home near Ziirich, a weaving district. Goethe follows
this report closely, often word for word. Domestic industry is an early
form of capitalism in which the manufacturer usually has no factory,
but supplies a number of workers, perhaps widely scattered, with raw
materials, and often with tools, such as a loom, so that they can
perform the work he requires, like spinning and weaving, in their own
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homes at their own pace. They take back the finished product to him,’
are paid by the piece and receive further supplies of wool etc., while
he markets what they have made.

The other industries mentioned are all crafts, organized in guilds,
and the planners of the two ideal communities which are to be
established, one in America under Lenardo and one in Germany
under Odoard, both lay much stress on the strict observance of guild
rules. They hold on in fact to the guild ‘mysteries’ which in real life
were in Goethe’s lifetime being more and more replaced by techno-
logies based on the application of scientific discovery, so that the
transmission of technical skill from generation to generation and from
place to place was no longer so completely dependent on the personal
element. The idea of knowledge as a valuable personal possession best
protected by secrecy determines even the framework of both parts of
Wilhelm Meister, which are at bottom the story of the philanthropic
secret Society of the Tower and the privately organized ‘League’
which succeeds it and combines forces with Lenardo’s party of
emigrants and Odoard’s company of settlers for under-developed land
in Europe. The activity of these philanthropists takes anachronistic
forms. Though the craft guilds in a state of decay lingered on in
Germany well into the nineteenth century, they had largely been
replaced in most of western Europe by some form of capitalistic
organization aiming at unlimited production and profit, instead of the
slow and careful making of articlesin a traditional style, to order or for
a local market. In real life in Germany, the first demand of a
manufacturer trying to establish a new industry was for freedom from
guild restrictions, ‘Gewerbefreiheit’, and states eager to promote
industry, like Prussia under Frederick the Great and later, had
commonly granted licences to such firms, which imposed certain
safeguards but removed the manufacture from the control of the
guilds. Nothing of this kind is mentioned in regard to Lenardo’s and
Odoard’s enterprises. Their efforts seem to be directed towards
restoring a lost harmony in industrial society by a reversion to
medieval practices, and the leaders are influenced by ethical and
humane considerations rather than by the capitalistic ideal of effic-
iency and profit-making. It is true that new-competition in the textile
industry from firms using ‘machinery’, to be understood, no doubt,
as looms driven by water-power, is twice briefly mentioned ‘in
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Lenardo’s diary of his travels (Wanderjahre 111, chapters 5 and 13).
Together with over-population — due in real life to a reduced mortal-
ity in infancy and the absence of earlier checks like famine, now that
the potato was an established crop — this competition is a growing
threat to full employment among the hand-loom weavers. There had
indeed been a large-scale emigration in 1816 and 1817, mainly
because of the failure of the 1816 harvest, and there was a steady
trickle of emigrants caused by growing uncertainty among the
peasantry about their future, a trickle which was to become a flood at
times in the 1830s and 1840s and particularly after 1848, so that there
were plenty of precedents in real life for Lenardo’s scheme. Odoard’s
plan reminds us more of eighteenth-century resettlements like those
carried through by Frederick the Great of Huguenots and German
peasants, particularly from the south, on newly-drained land in the
Oder valley and so on. Friedrich List was to advocate a similar inner
emigration, to what he considered a possible German Hinterland on
the lower Danube and the Black Sea etc., in his National System of
Political Economy of 1841.

A surprising feature about the plans of Goethe’s aristocratic
idealists to establish completely new communities on undeveloped
land, where the old moral values will be maintained in atruly humane
society of craftsmen, is that no mention is made of the aspect of
economic reform most hotly debated among great landowners,
questions of land-tenure and agricultural techniques. We are not told
how the new land is to be distributed among the settlers, nor how its
cultivation is to be planned and carried through for the good of
the community. In real life the capitalization of agriculture had pre-
ceded or accompanied the industrial revolution in western Europe,
through enclosures, land drainage, the use of better farm machinery
and the rotation of crops, including new crops like turnips and
clover, providing foodstuffs for cattle which made possible their more
productive use. All these changes were inspired by the profit motive
rather than the aim of maintaining traditional forms of life and work
as sacrosanct through their age, and alone conducive to peace of mind.
The aim, as in industry, was unlimited production for profit, instead
of subsistence farming. There is no hint of these developments either
in the Lehrjahre or the Wanderjahre. Lothario (Lehrjahre Book vii,
chapter 3) has ambitions as we have seen for the improvement of his
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extensive estates, which he has already. made much more productive
than they had been in his father’s time. When he inherits his uncle’s
estate (chapter 9) he buys more land to round off certain portions, by
amicable arrangement with Werner, Wilhelm’s business associate,
who is evidently investing in land as a speculation, but all Lothario’s
estate management remains shadowy in the extreme. So also does that
of the Uncle in the Wanderjahre who, like the other uncle in the
Lehrjahre, is rooted in the Enlightenment, ‘the age of the Beccarias
and Filangieris, when the maxims of universal humanity exercised
their influence in every direction’. Though eminently practical, he
was rather pleased when reproached with not making his estates pay
as well as they should. ‘The amount of income which I fail to make,
when I could, I look upon as an expenditure which gives me
pleasure, because in this way I make the life of others easier. I do not
even have the trouble of giving this money away myself, and so
everything comes to the same in the end.’ Nothing could be further
from the point of view of the capitalistic ‘improver’, yet the Uncle and
his circle believe it is right for them to hold on to and increase their
inherited wealth, as untouchable capital.!8

It was not through ignorance of the reform of agriculture that
Goethe omitted any mention of it, as we see from his conversation
with Soret of 3 June 1824, when he was not entirely surprised to learn
from this tutor in the ducal household that people at court seemed to
know nothing about Albrecht Thaer, whose jubilee as a land re-
former was just being celebrated in Berlin. Goethe had written a poem
for Zelter to set to music for the banquet to be held on Thaer’s 73rd
birthday on 14 May 1824, which he summarized in a letter to Zelter
(11 March). Thaer’s first book (in 1795) had been about English
agriculture, which he had been able to study while physician-
in-ordinary to George III. His ideas had been taken up in Prussia,
where he founded the Mogelin agricultural institute, later part of the
University of Berlin, in 1804. In Goethe’s poem Zu Thaers Jubelfest
he interprets Thaer’s theories as an illustration of his own conviction
that all things are in flux, a central idea in the Wanderjahre:-

Nicht ruhen soll der Erdenkloss,
Am wenigsten der Mann.*

* No clod of earth must be allowed to rest, and man still less, i.e. hard work, ploughmg and the
rotation of crops will increase the yield.
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" The Uncle had been born in Philadelphia of a Quaker Family, early
settlers in ‘America, but coming to Europe as a young man he had
preferred its ripe culture to the unlimited opportunities of America.
His nephew Lenardo, on the other hand, after making the Grand
Tour, desires nothing so much as to return to the family estates in
America, where inherited traditions will count less than personal
initiative. Through Wilhelm he hears of the project of the Tower to
organize a body of emigrants, and joins forces with them. The
activities of the Pedagogical Province, where Wilhelm’s son Felix is
educated, and even those of the mysterious Makarie, two focal points
of the novel, also make their special contributions to the combined
plan, so that in the final version of the novel a slightly less tenuous link
holds together the various groups of characters than earlier when,
as the sub-title “The Renunciants’ indicated, they had been pre-
sented primarily as exemplifying various kinds of renunciation, sym-
bolized by their rule that they must be continually on the move,

‘wandering’.

Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre is still a Bnldungsroman but it is far
less concerned with the development of individual personalities than
with that of man in society. Even the young Felix is educated in a
boarding-school of unprecedented extent, the Pedagogical Province,
the- description of which is an essay in educational theory, though
there are also incidents enough in the main story to bring out his
personal character. The inadequacy of Wilhelm’s old gospel of
all-round development and self-expression is first suggested to him
early in the novel when in the mountains he comes across Jarno, now,
surprizingly, a dedicated geologist. Wilhelm is told (1, 4) that though
manysidedness had been a good aim in its day, the time has now come
for specialization. Following up the Abbé’s already mentioned idea
that not the individual, but society is infinite in capacity, Jarno uses
the obvious analogy of the orchestra tosuggest how the individual can
fulfil himself while performing a useful social role. ‘Make yourself a
first-rate violinist, and you may be sure that the conductor will gladly
find a place for you in the orchestra. Make yourself competent in one