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MAIN DATES OF GOETHE’S LIFE











	

1749




	

born Johann Wolfgang Goethe in Frankfurt am Main, August 28









	

1765–68 




	

studies (rather reluctantly) law in Leipzig; after a serious illness continues studies in Strasbourg 1770–71; briefly a trainee at the court in Wetzlar (1772), but never practises as a lawyer









	

1770–71




	

love for Friederike Brion; early lyrics









	

1771




	

Frankfurt; Sturm und Drang drama Götz von Berlichingen









	

1772




	

Wetzlar; love for Charlotte Buff, a friend’s fiancée, provides material for Werther, 1774









	

1775




	

April: engagement to Lili Schönemann, broken off in autumn; November: goes to Weimar at invitation of Duke of Saxe-Weimar; appointed to Weimar civil service in 1776 and remains in Weimar until death in 1832; first meeting with Charlotte von Stein, friendship to 1788









	

1776–86




	

high-ranking official in Weimar, e.g.: 1779 – head of commission for roads and war; 1782 – ennobled; 1784 – responsible for mines; scientific studies: mineralogy, anatomy, botany; lectures on anatomy, 1781; discovers intermaxilliary bone 1784; Metamorphosis of Plants, 1790; Theory of Colour, 1810; first version of Wilhelm Meister (1777), Iphigenie (1779)









	

1786–88




	

secretly leaves Carlsbad for Italy, stays away almost 2 years; beginning of his classicism: Iphigenie in verse form; Torquato Tasso; Roman Elegies









	

1788




	

returns to Weimar; responsibilities (apart from the mines) now mainly for science and the arts; meets Christiane Vulpius, their son born in 1789, they eventually marry in 1806









	

1790




	

Faust, ein Fragment published









	

1791–1817 




	

director of Weimar court theatre









	

1792




	

takes part, as member of Duke’s entourage, in the campaign in France; 1793 observer at siege of Mainz









	

1794




	

The German Refugees









	

1794–1805




	

friendship with Schiller









	

1796




	

Wilhelm Meister’s Years of Apprenticeship









	

1797




	

the ‘ballad year’ during which he and Schiller wrote many of their best-known ballads









	

1806




	

Faust I completed; French occupy Weimar; meets Napoleon in 1808









	

1809




	

Elective Affinities









	

1811




	

part one of autobiography Poetry and Truth (others 1812, 1813, 1830)









	

1816




	

death of his wife









	

1819




	

West-Eastern Divan









	

1822




	

The Campaign in France completed









	

1825–1831




	

Faust II









	

1829




	

Wilhelm Meister’s Travels completed









	

1832




	

dies March 22














INTRODUCTION





Goethe’s Unterhaltungen deutscher Ausgewanderten is generally mistranslated in English as the Conversations of German refugees. Although Unterhaltungen can, of course, mean ‘conversations’, in this book the word is generally used in the sense of ‘amusements’ or ‘entertainments’, much along the lines of the old title of the Thousand and One Nights: The Arabian Nights’ Entertainments. What these ‘entertainments’ might consist of is indicated by the Baroness, the head of the refugee household: talks on distant countries, their customs and traditions, or on ancient and modern history; poems read out; philosophical reflections on unusual stones, plants or insects brought back from a walk. They are the amusements of a cultured, leisured society and one of Goethe’s themes in the book is the nature of ‘polite’ society.


In fact, however, what we have in this book is not the pastimes the Baroness lists, but a series of stories told by members of the group, together with their discussions about them. The German Refugees, then, is the first day of a German Decameron. There are seven stories in all: two ghost stories, two love stories, two moral tales and the ‘fairy tale’. Not all are original: the two love stories are taken, almost word for word, from the Mémoires du Maréchal de Bassompierre and the story of the attorney adapts one from the Cent nouvelles nouvelles; the two ghost stories Goethe wrote following anecdotes he had heard from acquaintances; the story of Ferdinand and the fairy tale are original compositions. Goethe did plan a further volume, but never got round to writing it.


The situation is parallel to that in Boccaccio: a group of nobles in a country house on the right bank of the Rhine. The ‘plague’ these German aristocrats have fled from is the French Revolution, which has driven them out of their home on the left bank of the river. And it is the Revolution that gives rise to the storytelling. Karl, a young firebrand, is a supporter of the ideals of the Revolution. This leads to such violent arguments with Herr von S., a high-ranking official, that the latter leaves in disgust, together with his wife, a childhood friend of the Baroness. The Baroness then reminds the group of the decorum which is essential if society is to function smoothly, bans political discussions and suggests they return to the cultured amusements of more peaceful times. The old priest offers some examples from his collection of tales, and starts the process by telling the first two stories.


Goethe had personal acquaintance with the disruption caused by the revolutionary wars. (He used it as the background to another work, one of his most popular, the epic poem Hermann and Dorothea.) The Duke of Saxe-Weimar was a Prussian general and Goethe participated in two campaigns as a member of his entourage. In his account of his experiences, The Campaign in France, he claimed to have told the others, when the coalition forces were repulsed by the French at Valmy in 1792, ‘Here and today a new era in the history of the world has begun, and you can say you were there.’ He was merely an observer, though he did step in when the French withdrew after the siege of Mainz (1793) to stop the locals attacking a German Jacobin who was leaving with them. In The German Refugees this incident becomes a prophecy Herr von S. uses to taunt Karl.


Some of the comments Goethe himself made on the ancien régime could have come from the lips of his revolutionary idealist Karl. He described the Bourbon monarchy as a ‘pit of immorality’, for example. But he was no supporter of the Revolution; his attitude was more one of ‘a plague on both your houses’. As he later explained to his secretary Eckermann: ‘It is true I could not support the Revolution, I was too close to its atrocities … while at that time its beneficial effects were not apparent … But I was no more a supporter of tyranny. Also I was convinced that it is not the people who are to blame for a revolution, but the government.’


Goethe hated politics anyway – ‘A nasty song, fie, a political song’ a character says in Faust – but the idea of revolution was contrary to his whole outlook. In his scientific studies he developed the idea of metamorphosis as fundamental to organic growth, and in geology he was a Neptunist who believed the gradual action of water was more fundamental than the eruptive action of fire proposed by the Vulcanists. His whole view of the world was based on evolution rather than sudden, violent change. During the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars he stood au dessus de la mêlée, the first sign, perhaps, of the ‘Olympian’ Goethe of his later years. During the campaign he complained to his friend Jacobi that all he wanted to do was to get home ‘where I can gather a circle round me which will let nothing in but love and friendship, art and science.’ The German Refugees shows the establishment of just such a circle.


After early works in the elegantly playful rococo style, Goethe was converted, in part by the influence of Herder, to ‘German’ art – to Gothic architecture, folk poetry and the vigour of Shakespearean dramatic form. This movement of the 1770s exalting nature, freedom and dynamism is generally known in England as ‘Storm and Stress,’ a translation of the term Sturm und Drang. Perhaps more appropriate is the other German term for the period, the Geniezeit, an explosive period when young writers followed their own genius and rejected all convention, literary or social. The attitude could perhaps be best characterised by the quotation from Goethe’s play of the time, Götz von Berlichingen, which is still known in German as the ‘Götz quotation’: ‘Go kiss my arse’.


It was at Weimar, and largely due to the influence of Frau von Stein, that the wild ‘genius’ was tamed and turned into a conscientious administrator with serious scientific as well as artistic interests. But after ten years of this settled existence, the burden of duty became onerous and he escaped to Italy, where he spent two years ‘playing truant’ in the sun. What he sought there, even more than the pleasant climate, was contact with classical art, direct, physical contact. In Italy he became a highly conscious artist for whom form was not a mere convention, nor a convention to be broken, but an integral part of the whole. When he returned home it was as a proselyte, keen to convert his fellow-countrymen to his new-found ideal of classical art. The German public, however – as far as one can talk of a public in that disunited nation – was not interested and Goethe’s classicism remained, especially after the death of Schiller in 1805, a personal affair.


The German Refugees is a product of this classicism. It takes, adapts and develops a model from the past, not only The Decameron, but also classical works which incorporate separate stories in a narrative, such as the Satyricon or The Golden Ass. Its style, too, avoids the vivid, specific detail, the striking image, for a generalising vocabulary in which the same words appear again and again.


The feature that stands out from the rest and, in some ways, disturbs its harmony, is the the fairy tale with which it finishes. Even the way it is included in the book sets it off from the rest, and it is often published separately. It is not a fairy tale in the sense of the folk tale propagated by the Romantics, but a highly complex symbolic structure, a cryptic narrative combining motifs from a wide variety of sources. It also contains an element of conscious irony foreign to the traditional fairy tale. With its richness of texture and wealth of imagination it also sounds improbable on the lips of the dry-as-dust Kantian, the old priest, who supposedly narrates it. That is presumably why, although the priest promises to tell the company ‘a fairy tale that will remind you of everything and nothing’, it is not actually presented as coming from his lips. It is given a title, which no other story has, and then set down in neutral form, with no personal comments from the priest. It explodes the structure Goethe has set up, but it is such a magnificent explosion, surely no reader will object?




THE GERMAN REFUGEES


In those unhappy days which had the most painful consequences for Germany, for Europe, indeed, for the rest of the world, when the French army broke through a poorly defended gap into our fatherland, a noble family left their estates there and fled across the Rhine to avoid the oppression threatening all persons of note, who were treated as criminals because of the respect and honour in which they held their forefathers, as well as for the fact that they enjoyed advantages which any right-thinking father would wish to secure for his children and his children’s children.


It was a comfort to her children, relatives and friends that Baroness von C., a widow in the prime of life, proved as energetic and resolute during their flight as she had at home. Brought up in the wider world and moulded by a variety of experience, she was well-known as an excellent housewife and her keen mind seemed to relish any kind of challenge. Her desire was to be of service to many, and her extensive circle of acquaintances made it possible for her to do so. Now she had to act as leader of a small caravan and showed herself capable of guiding it, looking after our refugees and keeping them in good humour amidst all their fear and distress. And, indeed, they were quite often in a good mood, surprising events and new situations giving their strained spirits occasion for jokes and laughter.


On their precipitate flight, the behaviour of each member was strikingly characteristic. One would get carried away by a baseless fear, an unfounded terror, another would be concerned with unnecessary worries, and every overreaction, every oversight, every case of weakness revealing itself in resignation or overhastiness gave rise to much mutual teasing and ridicule, turning this distressing situation into a more pleasurable occasion than a pleasure trip in former, happier times.


Just as we can watch a comedy for a time without laughing at the intentional jokes, while we immediately burst out into loud laughter when something untoward happens in a tragedy, so a misfortune in the real world that shakes people out of their composure will usually be accompanied by ridiculous circumstances which give rise to immediate, or at least subsequent laughter.


In this respect the Baroness’s eldest daughter, Fräulein Luise, a lively, passionate young woman with, on good days, a commanding presence, had much to put up with. It was maintained that the first shock had thrown her completely off balance; in a fit of absentmindedness, a kind of abstraction even, she had solemnly brought the most pointless objects to be packed and had even taken an old servant for her fiancé.


She defended herself as well as she could. The only thing she refused to allow were jokes about her fiancé; as it was, she suffered enough from knowing he was with the allied army, in daily danger, and from seeing a desired union postponed, perhaps even rendered impossible.


Her elder brother Friedrich, a resolute young man, carried out all his mother’s decisions carefully and precisely, accompanying the procession of carriages and carts on horseback, acting as escort, baggage-master and guide in one. The promising younger son’s tutor, a well-informed man, kept the Baroness company in her carriage; Cousin Karl came in a following carriage, together with an old priest, who had long been an indispensable friend of the family, and one older and one younger relative. Chambermaids and manservants followed in half-open chaises, and the procession closed with several heavily laden carts, more than one of which had to be left behind at various stages on their journey.


As one can well imagine, the whole company were unhappy to leave their homes, but Cousin Karl was doubly reluctant to abandon the left bank of the Rhine. Not that he was leaving behind a sweetheart, as one might imagine from his young years, his handsome figure and his passionate nature; rather he had been seduced by that dazzling beauty which, under the name of liberty, had managed to acquire, at first secretly, then openly, so many admirers and, however badly she treated some, was most fervently adored by the others.


Love is blind, they say, and that was certainly true of Cousin Karl. Lovers desire to possess one thing alone and imagine they can dispense with everything else. Rank, worldly goods, other relationships are as nothing to them, as the one thing they desire comes to mean everything. We forget parents, relatives and friends as we acquire something which occupies us completely, to the exclusion of everything else.


Cousin Karl abandoned himself to the violence of his passion and did not conceal it in conversation with others. He believed he could express these opinions all the more freely because he was of noble birth himself and, although the second son, could expect to inherit a considerable fortune. At the moment the estates which were destined for him were in the hands of the enemy, who were not exactly treating them kindly. Despite this, Karl refused to feel hostility towards a nation which was promising the world so many benefits and whose intentions he judged from the public speeches and remarks made by certain members of it. He regularly disturbed the company’s mood of contentment, as far as they were capable of that anyway, by exaggerated praise of everything, good or evil, the New French were doing, by loud expressions of pleasure at their progress, which irritated the others all the more, the smug satisfaction of a friend and relative only making their sufferings doubly painful to bear.


Friedrich had had several disagreements with him and eventually simply kept out of his way. The Baroness was adept at getting him to moderate his expression, if only temporarily. It was Fräulein Luise who gave him the most difficult time by casting doubts, often unjustly, on his character and sanity. The tutor silently agreed with him, the priest, just as silently, disagreed, and the chambermaids, who found his figure attractive and his liberality commendable, liked to hear him talk because they believed the opinions he expressed justified them in directing the loving glances, which previously they had modestly cast down, openly at him.


Generally the requirements of daily life, the obstacles they met on the way and the discomforts of their accommodation brought the company back to matters of immediate importance, and the great number of French and German refugees they encountered everywhere, with such a wide variety of attitudes and experiences, often made them reflect how necessary it was during those times to moderate one’s behaviour, especially to avoid taking sides and to keep on good terms with others.


One day the Baroness remarked that one could not see more clearly than at such moments of confusion and distress how uneducated people were in every sense. ‘Society as it is at present constituted,’ she said, ‘seems to be like a ship that can carry a large number of people, young and old, well and infirm, over dangerous waters, even in times of storm; only when the ship is wrecked does one see who can swim, and in such circumstances even good swimmers perish.


‘We mostly see the refugees take their weaknesses and foolish habits with them on their wanderings and find it surprising. But just as the Englishman is inseparable from his teapot on his journeys to the four corners of the world, so the general mass of people are accompanied everywhere they go by pretensions, vanity, intemperance, impatience, obstinacy, poor judgment and the desire to do ill to their fellow men. A frivolous person treats the flight as a pleasure trip and an overindulgent one expects everything to be at his service even though he is now a beggar. How rarely is it that we see pure virtue in a person who is truly impelled to live, to sacrifice himself for others.’





While they made the acquaintance of various people who gave rise to such reflections, the winter had passed. The fortunes of war once more favoured the Germans, the French had been thrown back over the Rhine, Frankfurt liberated, Mainz blockaded.


Hoping the army would continue victorious, and eager to retrieve part of their property, the family hastily made their way to an estate belonging to them on the right bank of the Rhine. How it revived their spirits to see once more the beautiful river flowing past their windows, how great was their joy as they took possession of every part of the house again, greeting the familiar furnishings, the old pictures, even ordinary household utensils as old friends, how valuable even the least items they had given up as lost now seemed, and how their hopes rose of one day finding everything on the other side of the Rhine also still in its old condition!
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