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			Goethe


			German writer


			

					Born in Frankfurt in 1749


					Died in Weimar in 1832


					
Notable works:
	
The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), novel


	
Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (1795-1796), novel


	
Faust (1808-1832), play







			


			Born in Frankfurt in 1749, the writer Johann Wolfgang von Goethe is considered to be the precursor to the European Romanticism movement. Coming from a wealthy, middle-class background, he studied to become a lawyer at the Imperial Court of Justice. But very early on, writing became his passion and his vast corpus, made up of plays, poems and novels, placed Germany at the forefront of the literary scene for half a century. Goethe was passionate about music, and met Mozart and Beethoven. Science also interested him and he wrote a treatise on colours and works on natural history. His two masterpieces, Faust (1808-1832) and The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), are famous throughout the world.


		




		

			The Sorrows of Young Werther


			A masterpiece of the Romantic era


			

					
Genre: epistolary novel


					
Reference edition: Goethe, J. W. (2012) The Sorrows of Young Werther. Trans. Boylan, R. D. USA: Renaissance Classics.


					
First edition: 1774


					
Themes: love, despair, suicide, sensitivity, nature


			


			Published in 1774, the epistolary novel The Sorrows of Young Werther was one of Goethe’s first works. This tragic story describes the all-consuming passion of Werther, a sensitive and excited young man, for young Charlotte, in whom he thinks he has found his soulmate, but who is engaged to another man. The young man tries to leave her, but comes back to her and is gradually consumed by this impossible love. This novel, which sets out the basis for Romanticism, was extremely successful.


		




		

			Summary


			Book I


			The first letters from Werther to his friend Wilhelm date from May 1771. He writes about the joy of having left the city, where amazing prospects awaited him, and having found a “terrestrial paradise” (p. 3), Walheim, where he takes great pleasure in his solitude and his long walks in the mountains, feeling a divine presence everywhere. He describes the little village that he goes down to sometimes and the local people he has befriended despite their natural savagery. He refuses to let his friend send him books; “his Homer” is sufficient. He states that, in any case, human life is fanciful and that only nature, with its inexhaustible riches, inspires artists. He often describes what is before his eyes.
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