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Gotthold Ephraim Lessing (1729–1781)


If there were ever to be a patron saint of dramaturgs then Gotthold Ephraim Lessing wouldn’t be a bad candidate. He was German (a good start), held the post of literary adviser during at least one of the many eighteenth-century attempts to launch a German National Theatre and penned ‘the first really substantial German contribution to dramatic theory’, which was even called Hamburgische Dramaturgie. He discoursed polemically on subjects from fine art to theology, qualified as a medic and knew English, French, Spanish, Latin, Greek and Hebrew. He wrote the first long-running German comedy, the first bourgeois tragedy, and in Nathan the Wise created one of the most significant dramatic works of the European Enlightenment. He was also an inveterate gambler, a keen horseman, an enthusiastic dancer and quite capable of arguing one case passionately today and the opposite just as fervently tomorrow.


Exactly how he’d take the idea of canonisation I’m not so sure. The son of a Lutheran pastor (who was appalled when his son abandoned his theological studies for the theatre, and not at all appeased by young Gotthold’s suggestion that he might become the German Molière) Lessing’s relationship to Christianity was never straightforward. His final work, The Education of the Human Race (which posits a kind of post-religious Christianity of the kind favoured by much modern theology and presents an individuated God a hundred and fifty years before Jung) tellingly takes its epigraph from St Augustine: ‘For the same reasons this is all in a certain sense true and in a certain sense false’. It seems to have been the narrow-minded superstition of contemporary Christianity, exhibited in its slavish adherence to a Bible that ‘clearly contains more than is essential to religion’, which aroused his rationalist ire. But just as Nathan’s empiricism does not deny the existence of angels, so Lessing’s rationalism in no way excludes the spirit, nor did his intellectual relativism reject the possibility that there might in fact be a definitive truth. ‘Religion is not true because evangelists and apostles taught it, but they taught it because it was true,’ he argued in the course of the religious controversy that would eventually give birth to Nathan, and in his version of Boccaccio’s story of the rings the possibility is held out that one day a judge might come who can tell us which of the three rings is the true one. But Lessing famously wrote that if God offered him the choice between the truth and the quest for the truth he would choose the latter. The truth is out there, says Lessing, he’s just not entirely sure it’s healthy for us to know it. Why? Because when we believe we have the truth we tend to do terrible things to other humans.


Lessing certainly knew what the Christian claim to the truth had done to the Jews in Germany even before the events of the twentieth century. A review of his early comedy The Jews described it as improbable because a Jew could not be upright and noble. In reply Lessing quoted a letter from his closest friend Moses Mendelssohn (grandfather of the composer), who was known as the ‘German Socrates’, was idolised and visited by intellectuals from all over Europe, yet entered Berlin through the Rosenthal Gate, the only one open to Jews and to cattle, and struggled all his life to gain any kind of legal status for himself and for his family. To Lessing his Jewish chess companion was living proof of one of the Enlightenment’s major tenets: he had ‘become what he was by the force of his own thinking, with the help of only a few books’. Selbstdenken – independent thinking for oneself – was always paramount to Lessing, he relished it in himself and sought to provoke it in others: ‘I am not duty-bound to resolve the difficulties I create. May my ideas always be somewhat disjunct, or even appear to contradict one another, if only they are ideas in which readers will find material that stirs them to think for themselves’.


This wilfulness may go someway to explain the extraordinary confection that is Nathan the Wise and which makes it quite unlike anything else Lessing wrote or anything else in the German theatrical canon. In part this uniqueness must have resulted from the play’s need to use subterfuge to hide its unorthodox religious views. A dramatic fable set in a historical and oriental setting would not be subject to the same censorship as a polemical pamphlet. Lessing broke with his own and contemporary convention by calling it neither a tragedy nor a comedy, but ‘a dramatic poem’ and wrote it, unlike any of his other completed plays, in verse. But the iambic pentameter is so shot through with interruptions and run-on lines, exclamations and elisions (not to mention Lessing’s own system of speech-based punctuation) that the pulse of the verse is often hard to perceive. Nor does its poetry consist much in lyrical outbursts but more in the symmetry of its construction, which adds considerably to the sense of Providence at work; a pattern of redemption whose closest kin at times seems to be the late plays of Shakespeare.


It’s well known that Lessing was one of the first great German champions of Shakespeare. While theatrical orthodoxy held in esteem the pale imitations of French classicism, it was Lessing who pointed out that for all their flouting of Aristotelian conventions Romeo and Juliet, Hamlet and Othello are greater plays than the tragedies of Voltaire, and encouraged his compatriots to study Shakespeare. But unlike his followers it was not the mixing of comedy and tragedy that appealed to Lessing, indeed he argued against it, and though there’s certainly a Shakespearean mix in Nathan, the play as a whole tends towards an Aristotelian unity of time, if not quite action and place. What Lessing valued in Shakespeare was the power of his psychological penetration. Once again, it was the human and the personal that attracted this most polemical of writers. And it is especially poignant therefore that this great work of the Enlightenment should have at its core a human tragedy. In 1776 at the age of 47 he married Eva König, a widow to whom he had been engaged for five years. A son was born on Christmas day the following year, but he survived only a few hours, Eva herself died shortly afterwards. ‘My wife is dead,’ Lessing wrote to a friend, ‘and so now I’ve had this experience too. I’m glad there aren’t many similar experiences left for me to have’. For a man so determined to believe in the benevolent design of the universe it must have been a bitter test.


Ten years after the end of the Nazi regime (under which both Nathan the Wise and The Jews were banned) and at the height of the Cold War, the German-born Jewish writer Hannah Arendt selected Gotthold Lessing as one of her Men in Dark Times. She noted how the theme of friendship runs through Nathan the Wise: ‘this friendship is obviously so much more important to Lessing than the passion of love that he can brusquely cut the love story off short . . . and transform it into a relationship in which friendship is required and love ruled out’. She concludes that ‘In the end Nathan’s wisdom consists solely in his readiness to sacrifice truth to friendship’. Looking at her own age she considers ‘Suppose that a race could indeed be shown, by indubitable scientific evidence to be inferior . . . Would any such doctrine, however convincingly proved, be worth the sacrifice of so much as a single friendship between two men? . . . Lessing would not have found any difficulty in answering the question. No insight into the nature of Islam or Judaism or of Christianity could have kept him from entering into a friendship with a convinced Mohammedan or a pious Jew or a believing Christian. Any doctrine that in principle barred the possibility of friendship between two human beings would have been rejected by his untrammelled and unerring conscience. He would instantly have taken the human side and given short shrift to the learned or unlearned discussion in either camp. That was Lessing’s humanity’. Saint or no he is a man for these times.







A Note on This Version


Lessing never saw Nathan the Wise on stage. The text was published by private subscription in 1779, two years before his death, and it is quite possible that he never intended it for performance. The first German production in 1783 was not a success and the play at full stretch would certainly tax the patience of most English audiences, lasting at least four and a half hours (at a conservative estimate) and including a great many passages where any sense of dramatic motive is capsized under the weight of debate. It was not until 1801 when the play was revived in a version by Schiller that Goethe acclaimed it as a masterpiece and so sealed its place in the German literary canon.


Schiller’s version consists largely of some substantial pruning of all the longer philosophical and theological exchanges, a fairly brutal diminution of the female roles, especially Sittah, and the removal of a jolly (if inconsequential) scene when Saladin’s gold arrives brought by three Emirs, only to be taken away again by those same Emirs in the whirl of Saladin’s generosity. In addition Schiller adds two short speeches, one for Al-Hafi explaining why he left the desert, and one for Sittah at the opening of the ‘ring’ scene (Scene 6) clarifying the way the ‘trap’ will work. In total these changes reduce Lessing’s original by about a sixth and reins it somewhere within the four-hour mark.


In our quest to bring this immense text to theatrical life Schiller proved an extremely useful guide, though we did not follow all of his excisions: perhaps for reasons of censorship he removes some of the more resolutely anti-Christian material, which we have restored along with many of the cuts to the female roles (Sittah is back almost to her full glory). But beyond Schiller’s trims and a few additional ones of our own the entire script has undergone a process of ‘compression’. The guiding principle here has been to make Lessing’s arguments immediate and accessible to the audience on one hearing, as they must be in the theatre, and which I fear they seldom are in the original. I don’t believe that as a result of this compression we have lost any substantial thought or idea, but the overall effect has been to enable us to make the play’s dialectic more theatrically alive and more actively inhabited by the characters – and to make it a manageable evening in the theatre.


We have also for theatrical reasons restructured some of the second half of the play. In Lessing Al-Hafi has only three scenes, the final one being before Nathan goes off to meet Saladin (Scene 4): thus one of the most striking and loveable characters in the piece is gone before the midway point. This seemed both unsatisfactory and unfair, so we cut his original final scene in half and saved the second part of it until just before Nathan’s real crisis point in Scene 10. In performance this seems to work very well, and I hope might have met with Lessing’s approval since he was himself so fond of Al-Hafi that he planned a sequel called ‘The Dervish’. Also in Scene 10 Lessing has the Friar go off to get the little book, returning with it a scene later, following a rather uneventful soliloquy from the Templar. We felt quite strongly that by this point the audience would require some kind of narrative drive towards the climax, and so have fused together these two scenes.


Otherwise my own additions are relatively few and far between. I have tried to clarify the historical background and in the process endeavoured to sharpen some of the connections between the Jerusalem of 1192 and the Middle East of 2003. Lessing’s own volatility shows in the vertiginous mood swings he asks his characters to negotiate often in only a single line. These by and large I have not tampered with, and the Chichester company have proved they can be electrifying theatre. Elsewhere, notably in the scene between Rachel and the Templar (Scene 5) and the final reconciliation, the writing felt too bald to bold, especially with the ghost of Shakespeare loitering in the wings, so I have added a few minor flourishes of my own. The exquisite lightness of touch that can embrace both the joy and pain of human experience is entirely Lessing’s, and while I am guilty of adding a few jokes here and there, in performance the best laughs have often been his. The decision to put this version into prose rather than verse was taken early on in the process of translation. As I’ve written above, Lessing’s verse is an unsettled and unsettling creature and the attempt to follow it seems to have undone many of my predecessors: what can seem questing and fraught in the German rapidly becoming circumlocutory, or just plain incomprehensible in English. In addition if it’s the case, as has been argued, that Lessing used verse to put a ‘fable-like’ aura around the action, to distance it in some way behind a poetic scrim (perhaps further to hoodwink the censor) then this was the exact opposite of what we wanted to achieve, which was to expose and revivify the story in the light of contemporary events. However the play is a kind of fable (there is something very Arabian Nights not only about the setting and characters but also in the obsessive story-telling which infects almost every scene) and this required some kind of discreet heightening of form and language. The solution I came to was a simple reversal of the components in Lessing’s own mix. Whereas he had the written the play in a verse that reads more like prose I have translated it into prose that is to a large extent more like verse. Large stretches of my version are in the form of ‘buried’ iambic, that is they have the pulse of iambic meter, but of an entirely irregular line length. I suggest there is no need whatsoever for the actors to draw attention to this in performance – it is simply a kind of invisible glue which binds the text together.
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