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    Introduction

    Weimar, 2000: Memorializing Goethe’s Ḥāfiẓ

    On July 12, 2000, the President of Germany and the President of Iran met in Weimar, convening over two chairs. Neither an international summit, nor a bilateral conference, this encounter between President Johannes Rau and President Muhammad Khatami was instead occasioned by the two chairs themselves. Erected at the heart of Germany’s capital of culture, these simple seats merited such global attention as they form the Goethe-Hafis Denkmal – the Goethe-Hafiz Memorial – a UNESCO site commemorating the pivotal exchange between the national poets of Germany and Iran: Johann Wolfgang Goethe and Muḥammad Shamsuddīn Ḥāfiẓ (Figures 1 and 2, below).1

    A concrete reminder of Islamic contributions to Western art and expression, the Goethe-Hafis Denkmal seems, on first view, a rather stark and imposing “reminder”, its grey vertical chairs rising up in unadorned stone. It is the chairs’ horizontal base, however, that hints at a more rich and nuanced relationship, inscribed with scattered quotations in Persian and German, voicing a lyric dialogue between these writers of world renown. Featured in this floor space between the chairs is a Persian ghazal excerpted from Ḥāfiẓ’s beloved Divan – his celebrated “poetry collection” – a masterpiece of mystical artistry which was posthumously assembled, surfacing in the years that followed Ḥāfiẓ’s death (c. 1390 ce). The flowing script of this Persian poem is surrounded by more angular lines of German, reproducing verses
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      Figure 1 Goethe-Hafiz Memorial, Beethovenplatz, Weimar, Germany. Author’s photo.
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      Figure 2 Goethe-Hafiz Memorial, base inscribed with Goethe’s poetry. Author’s photo.

    

     

     

    authored by the aged Goethe, exemplifying a late period in his career when he was deeply impressed by Ḥāfiẓ – a period that would culminate in Goethe’s own Divan, his 1819 West-östlicher Divan (West-Eastern Poetry Collection).

    A meeting of dual “divans” – not only two chairs (“divans”), but also two poetry collections (“Divans”) – Weimar’s memorial is built solidly upon diverse languages and distinct literatures, rising from ground that is culturally double, equally German and Persian.2 It is not a dichotomy of culture, however, but a dichotomy of country and continent that seems most urgently implied in these confronting chairs. Situated in opposition, these vacant seats suggest a physical separation between “West” and “East”, even as they face each other in mutuality; recalling the very title of Goethe’s West-Eastern poetry collection, the Weimar memorial embodies not only geographic distance between Occident and Orient, but also their inescapable encounter. Complementing this spatial distance is the temporal divide which seems more subtly suggested in these chairs, the gap between the two seats mimicking the historical gap that intervenes between Ḥāfiẓ in the fourteenth century and Goethe in the nineteenth century, both connecting and contrasting the medieval and the modern.

    An encounter dramatized across distinct spans – linguistic, geographical, historical – it is the polarities of language, space, and time implied in the Goethe-Hafis Denkmal that also embody the tensions and the traditions which are bridged in the present study, hinting at the confrontations and continuities between “Islam” and “Romanticism”. Erected in the midst of Weimar streets and squares, this “memorial” furnishes Islam and Romanticism with a solid and stable symbol, offering a concrete and public place to begin our dissection of the dichotomies between the Eastern religious and Western artistry. However, in opening with a monument to these specific poets – Ḥāfiẓ and Goethe – the clear polarity between “Islam” and “Romanticism” is also compromised from the very outset of our study. Slippery representatives of their respective traditions, these two writers elude easy labels and simple boundaries. Ḥāfiẓ is, for example, a dubious delegate for normative “Islam”, a Sufi poet who is most often associated with the unorthodox, notorious, and mischievous in his religious writings.3 Goethe, too, is a questionable, even controversial, envoy for “Romanticism” – an artistic movement which is frequently aligned with Goethe, but also often opposed, due to his own “anti-Romantic polemics”.4 This difficulty of definition is itself anticipated by the very work that inspires Weimar’s Memorial: Goethe’s own West-östlicher Divan. In a frequently cited couplet from his collection, Goethe reflects on the term “Islam” itself:

     

    Wenn Islam Gott ergeben heisst,

    Im Islam leben und sterben wir alle.

     

    [If “Islam” signifies “submitting to God”

    In Islam, we all live and die]5

    At the crux of Goethe’s startling confession – asserting that “we all live and die” in “Islam” – is the problem and process of definition. Interrogating the very meaning of “Islam”, Goethe posits the religion’s “significance” through condition and qualification: if “Islam” implies “submitting to God” – if this term is understood etymologically – then its reach is universal, embracing each and every one, spanning the entire spectrum of human existence, not only “all” our “living”, but all our “dying” too.6 A literary confession, rather than a literal conversion, Goethe’s surprising statement itself expresses the flexible definitions involved in Romantic readings of Islamic traditions, as well as in our own readings of “Islam” and “Romanticism”. Rather than prescriptive classifications, it is conditional questions that seem to befit such an inquiry at its outset. What do “Romanticism” and “Islam” signify as they confront each other, occupying seats of opposition and influence? What is the “Islam” to which “Romantic” writers appeal?

    The Goethe-Hafis Denkmal subtly suggests the complex dualities that motivate our present study; however, this “memorial”, and its 2000 inauguration, also helps to map the critical foregrounds to Islam and Romanticism as well. Celebrating a shared legacy of culture and nationhood, it is two presidents who attended the unveiling of the Weimar chairs – an attendance which recalls the political implications of “West-East” encounters in the nineteenth century, as well as their commemoration at the millennium. Exemplified by Edward Said’s iconic study, first published in 1978 – Orientalism – Western literary engagement with Islam has been exhaustively portrayed in terms of coercive power, complicit in strategies of European colonialism and Middle Eastern exploitation. However, grounds for such critical recrimination are difficult to detect in the Goethe-Hafis Denkmal itself, the memorial’s vacant and level seats denying easy placeholders for ethnic, cultural, and religious hierarchy. Similarly, while our own study is conscious of the historical contexts that shape its literary contents, Islam and Romanticism is interested primarily in cultural conversation, rather than political power, accenting models of imaginative reception, rather than material dominion. Consistent with the series to which it belongs – Muslim and Islamic Contributions to Culture and Civilization – the present book sketches a select genealogy of literary influence, mapping diverse Western debts to Islamic precedents incurred during a crucial century of authorship, reaching from Goethe’s youth in the 1770s, to Emerson’s maturity in the 1860s. Such a focus does not, of course, seek to invalidate a Saidean critique of Western “essentialism”, which rightfully rejects reductive caricatures of Middle Eastern texts and identities, so often evident in Romantic writings. Indeed, it is undeniable that primary authors treated in Islam and Romanticism – German, British, and American – frequently express religious bias and racial bigotry that contemporary readers would find problematic. Yet, while Romantic partici-pation in the dark legacies of Western colonialism has received significant notice, less attention has been given to the catalyzing effect which Muslim sources have exercised on Western creativity. Seated in distinct places, yet posed in dialogue, the Weimar chairs enact a tableau of mutuality that serves as a touchstone for my own exploration into the generative relationship between figures such as Goethe and Ḥāfiẓ, as well as the broader traditions they elusively embody.7

    Distinguished from a host of previous studies in privileging intercultural exchange, rather than political exploitation, Islam and Romanticism is distinct also in tracing a transnational arc of Western dependence on Muslim sources, stretching from Europe’s earliest Romantic intimations, through the classic products of British Romantics, to the exhaustion of American Romanticism in the wake of the U.S. Civil War. Scholarly exploration of Romanticism and Islam is, of course, not a new enterprise, and the current book benefits from a wealth of prior efforts, reaching back to the beginnings of the twentieth century, and up to most recent years.8 Unlike the narrower range of nation and history addressed by preceding studies, however, the present book adopts a more expansive approach. Reaching across distinct eras and areas, the book tracks an evolving Romantic tradition of Islamic appeal, positing a narrative that unfolds not only between Romanticism and Islam, but also within Romanticism itself, moving westward from Continental origins to New World futures. Conventionally associated with “organicism”, “imagination”, “symbol”, and “nature” – as noted by Thomas McFarland – Romanticism is nevertheless notoriously “amorphous and multifarious”, continually inviting redefinition; recalling Goethe’s own interrogation of “Islam” and its possible “significance”, the term “Romanticism” is fluid in semantic outline, resisting conclusive boundaries.9 Rather than define Romanticism through charting its internal coherencies, the present book finds a fresh Romantic coherency emerging in an external index: namely a shared appeal to Islamic precedents, spanning the periods, places, and personalities which are most often associated with the movement. While significant change necessarily attends Romanticism’s progress from Europe in the 1770s to America in the 1860s, the present study finds a consistency emerging in an enduring indebtedness to Muslim sources.

    Of course, with such an ample span and scope, Islam and Romanticism does not seek to supply comprehensive treatments of individual authors, nor does it comprehensively embrace all authors of interest, leaving aside fascinating candidates, from Karoline von Günderrode, to William Blake, to Thomas Moore, to Herman Melville.10 The book instead offers mere glimpses of the most intriguing cross-religious and multilingual encounters, sustaining its broad historical horizons with specific detail. Shifting attention away from Western fascination with tired tropes such as “the harem”, the book explores deeper encounters with Muslim prophecy and the Muslim Prophet, uncovering Romantic responses that surpass mere “Orientalism”, forming the beginnings of an authentic, global literary culture with surprising roots in traditional Islamic sources. Attentive to Romanticism as a literary canon, my primary focus is the fine mechanics of textual influence; however, even while highlighting Islam’s role as a creative catalyst, the book also suggests Islam’s role as a spiritual resource, infusing the literary publications, but also the private lives, of Romantic writers. Accenting Islamic echoes that surface in personal letters and private diaries, the book avoids an abstract critique of Western exploitation, preferring instead to recount the most practical and personal moments of Romantic engagement, framing these discrete encounters with Islam into a progressive narrative. It is my hope that these elements and approaches of Islam and Romanticism may also act as encouragements for additional study, inciting interest in authentic exchanges between these traditions which have yet to be excavated, and which seem silently embodied in the two stark chairs planted in the millennial streets of Weimar.
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    Weimar, 1800: Dramatizing Goethe’s “Mahomet”

    I

    Two centuries before the unveiling of Weimar’s Goethe-Hafis Denkmal, the city would raise the curtain on another ceremony, dramatizing again an encounter between Western artistry and the Muslim world. Unfolding on stage, rather than encased in stone, this theatrical event in 1800 would also anticipate the tense polarities – spiritual, artistic, political – that receive concrete expression two hundred years later in the Goethe-Hafis Denkmal. At the end of January 1800, a new play was debuted for the Weimar theater, simply entitled Mahomet: Trauerspiel in fünf aufzügen – i.e. Mahomet: A Tragedy in Five Acts. Interpreting Islamic origins for its German audience, and offering a dramatic portrait of the Muslim Prophet, this play would be the responsibility of none other than Weimar’s most acclaimed author: Johann Wolfgang Goethe.

    It may seem surprising to find Muslim prophecy forming the subject of a German play at the turn of the nineteenth century. Staged in the first days of 1800, Goethe’s Tragedy stands on the brink of a new century, marking a turbulent time of industrial progress and political upheaval. It is not the forward momentum of Goethe’s Mahomet, however, but rather this play’s backward gaze that seems most obvious, recalling not only an Arabian antiquity, but also a longstanding European tendency to stage the Muslim Prophet. Although Goethe’s Mahomet may have seemed a curious novelty in 1800 Weimar, this play was neither new, nor original; instead, it represented a German translation from a French play, adapting the work of yet another author of European renown: Voltaire. Initially staged in 1741, Voltaire’s play Le Fanatisme, ou Mahomet le Prophète – i.e. Fanaticism, or Mahomet the Prophet – adapted Islamic history to deride European hierarchy, staging a drama which was immediately interpreted as “a satire-in-disguise on Christian, or more specifically on French Catholic, society and its political and religious leaders” – an interpretation given credence by Voltaire himself in his private correspondence.1 A veiled domestic burlesque, Voltaire’s play rejects an “alien” religion, even while also aiming its caustic critique at home institutions, reproaching especially the “fanaticism” of France’s power hierarchies and religious hypocrisy.2

    Adapting Voltaire’s play for the Weimar theater, Goethe was motivated not by ecclesiastic satire, however, but by artistic advancement. Appealing to Mahomet while he pursued “the ennoblement of the German stage”, Goethe’s translation of Voltaire in 1799 coincides with broader efforts to modernize and broaden the theatrical culture of his native land and language; as Marvin A. Carlson notes, Mahomet offered Goethe “the possibility of developing an international repertoire at Weimar”.3 Yet, despite its derivative origins, Goethe’s translated Mahomet – like all acts of translation – reflects the tastes and talents of its translator, offering a fresh interpretation through the revision of its source’s form and content. Amending the tone and tenor of his original, for instance, Goethe’s 1800 Mahomet rewrites the rigid style of Voltaire’s 1741 play, refashioning its French Alexandrine meter into freer lines of German blank verse, as Stephanie Hilger has recently emphasized.4 Infused with a new flexibility in poetic form, Voltaire’s Mahomet serves as a surprising site for Goethe’s own creative experiment, this French retrospective on Islamic origins ironically offering a vehicle for German aesthetic evolution. Mapping the divide between Enlightenment critique and Romantic artistry – between Voltaire in the 1740s and Goethe in 1800 – Mahomet’s stylistic evolution in German is paralleled by an evolution in its content, with the play’s very title altered in translation. Dispensing with Voltaire’s initial words – Le Fanatisme – Goethe refrains from equating Muḥammad with religious “fanaticism” from the outset, reserving his play’s principal title instead merely for the Prophet’s name: Mahomet.5

    Reviving and revising the French literary past, the Weimar Mahomet gestures also to a more immediate literary past: namely, Goethe’s own. While Voltaire would serve as Goethe’s direct source for his 1800 Mahomet, the origins of Goethe’s theatrical interests in the Prophet reach back nearly three decades, grounded in the very foundations of his artistic efforts. In the first years of the 1770s, while still in his early twenties, Goethe had sketched and started his own play entitled Mahomet, associating his prophetic protagonist not with religious imposture, like Voltaire, but rather with natural power and sublime beauty.6 In the opening lines that survive from Goethe’s aborted play, “Mahomet” himself is pictured reciting a pastoral “Hymn”, singing a soliloquy as he stands “alone under the open sky”:7

     

    Teilen kann ich euch nicht dieser Seele Gefühl

    Fühlen kann ich euch nicht allen ganzes Gefühl

    Wer, wer wendet dem Flehen sein Ohr?

    Dem bittenden Auge den Blick?

     

    [Can I not share it with you, this feeling of Soul?

    Can I not feel it with you, this sense of the All?

    Who, who turns his ear to the prayer?

    To eyes, still beseeching, a look?]8

    It is the form of these initial lines, as much as their substance, that seems striking. Speaking in sensitive questions, rather than thundering declarations, “Mahomet” is portrayed by Goethe as a lonely and sympathetic seeker, posing queries that are deeply personal. This meditative sensitivity is emphasized too by the content of the Prophet’s questions, soliciting responses from his intimate audience, even as he reaches out “to share” his individual “sense”. Balancing human “soul” and divine “All” – as well as first-person singular “I” (“Ich”) and second-person plural “you” (“euch”) – Goethe privileges an aesthetic priority in these lines, with “Mahomet” striving to translate inward “feeling” into outward expression, speaking his “prayer” in beautiful lyric. Featuring poetic repetition and assonance, these parallel German lines immediately associate the Prophet with an artistic interiority, Goethe’s opening moments of this Muslim portrait reserved for poetic celebration. Merely the first quatrain of an aborted play, these initial lines nevertheless aptly merge Goethe’s own creative beginnings with the beginnings of Islam, accurately anticipating an aesthetic understanding of the religion that will echo throughout his career.

     

    II

    Penned privately in the early 1770s, Goethe’s aborted play Mahomet would soon enjoy a lyric afterlife. Resurrecting a slice of his play in the pages of a Göttingen periodical, Goethe transformed drama into poetry, publishing in 1774 a piece entitled “Mahomets-Gesang” – i.e. “Song to Mahomet”.9 Originally written as a sung dialogue between ‘Alıī and Fāṭimah, vocalized “at the highest point of [the Prophet’s] success”, Goethe would denude this dialogue of all its theatrical trappings, publishing it without speech markers or stage directions.10 The resulting poem – the 1774 “Song to Mahomet” – stands as perhaps the most powerful testament to Goethe’s “romantic” appreciation of the Prophet, witnessing “a Goethe still in the grip of an early, unlimited or unbounded Romanticism”, as Angus Nicholls has suggested.11 The only piece to be published by Goethe from his original Mahomet drama, “Song to Mahomet” would even gain priority in Goethe’s first Weimar poetry collection – published in 1778 – which features this Islamic appeal as its very first poem.12

    Distinct in form from his aborted play, Goethe’s “Song to Mahomet” seems distinct too in its content, the forceful opening lines of this poem sounding very unlike the subtle and sensitive beginning to Goethe’s drafted drama. Rather than gentle interiority, interrogating the Prophet’s “feeling of Soul”, Goethe’s poem instead begins with Promethean power, launching not with delicate questions, but with a compelling command:

     

    See the spring in the cliff

    Bright with joy

    Like the radiance of stars!

    Over clouds

    Its youth was nurtured

    By good spirits

    In the cliffs and scrub.

     

    Youthful freshly

    It dances from the cloud

    Down to the marble cliffs below,

    Jubilating

    To the heavens.13

    Reflecting its early Romantic origins, “Song to Mahomet” fuses natural imagery with wild idealism, dedicating its introduction to a celestial “spring” that “dances” down “from the cloud”, yet still reflects “the heavens”. Overflowing with “youth”, Goethe’s first verses seem themselves rather wild, their irregular meter and rhyme mimicking the spontaneous “cheering” and “dancing” which forms their focus.14 Perhaps most interesting, however, is what is absent from this opening to Goethe’s “Song to Mahomet”. If not for its Islamic title, there would be little evidence of an Islamic identity in these lines, Goethe’s setting and stanzas recalling European art rather than Muslim religiosity. Instead of standard Orientalist tropes and trappings, Goethe begins his “Song” to the Muslim Prophet with naturalism, trading the stereotypical “desert and harems” for a sublime “spring”, associating “Mahomet” with a familiar environment, rather than a foreign East.15

    Eclipsing exotic clichés with domestic imagery, Goethe’s opening lines anticipate his entire poem, which avoids Orientalist conventions throughout, as Frederick Quinn has recently recognized.16 The natural “jubilation” in these initial verses instead leads to a pastoral celebration of the Prophet, with Goethe’s next lines clarifying his allegory, aligning the flow of this dancing “spring” with an unnamed “young leader”:

     

    Through the summit passes

    It chases after bright pebbles,

    And it strides as a young leader

    Pulling its brother wellsprings

    Along with it.17

    Without naming “Mahomet” himself, Goethe mirrors the “career of the prophet” in “the course of a great river”, as Nicholas Boyle suggests, portraying the Muslim Prophet not merely as a solitary hero, but also a communal actor – a “leader” who takes along his “brother[s]”.18 It is this communal significance of the Prophet which is accented in the lines that immediately follow:

     

    Now he steps

    On the plain resplendently silvered

    And the plain’s resplendent with him,

    And the rivers from the lowlands

    And the brooklets from the mountains

    Jubilate and cry out; brother,

    Brother, take your brothers with you,

    To your age-old father,

    To the eternal ocean

    Where with outspread arms

    Us it waits for;

    Arms, alas, which open vainly

    For the ones who’re yearning for him;

    For we’re devoured in the barren desert

    By greedy sand19

    Building up to a watery crescendo, Goethe’s “Song” amplifies its celebration of “Mahomet” by adding mythic and messianic currents to the poem’s naturalism, paralleling the Prophet with a “swelling estuary” that exultantly leads its “brothers” toward “the eternal ocean”.20 Emerging as a figure of both spiritual and social unification – synthesizing his fraternal powers, while also returning them to their “ancient father” – “Mahomet” becomes an agent of salvation in Goethe’s allegory, redeeming “yearning children” from the “bleak wasteland”.

    The Prophet’s messianic identity surfaces strongly as Goethe’s “Song” reaches its climactic lines, with “Mahomet” himself immersed in aquatic allusions that increasingly seem apocalyptic. Reiterating the celestial imagery that was implied at the very opening to his “Song to Mahomet”, Goethe provides an especially epiphanic conclusion:

     

    Come now all of you! –

    and he swells up

    More resplendent, all a tribe

    Carries a prince aloft,

    And rolling in triumph

    He gives name to countries, cities

    Spring up from his footsteps.

     

    On he rushes irresistible,

    Leaves the towers of flame-topped summits,

    Marble houses, all created

    By his abundance, all he leaves.

     

    Cedar houses Atlas carries

    On his giant shoulders, rippling

    Sails that stream high up above him

    Form a thousand confirmations

    Of his power and his splendour.

     

    Thus he carries all his brothers,

    All his treasures and his children,

    Foaming joyfully to the waiting

    Heart of their progenitor.21

    Opening again with an exclamatory imperative – “Come now all of you!” – the final lines of “Song to Mahomet” echo its first lines, while also enlarging their allusive atmosphere, complementing natural imagery with urban imagery, and merging Islamic references with classical. Aligned with “Atlas” himself, Goethe further roots his Prophet-Messiah in European ground, infusing his “Song” with Romantic devotion to Nature, but also with a hint of the Neoclassical. It is the significance of Goethe’s Hellenic analogy, however, which seems most essential, portraying the Prophet not only as a figure of tribal “triumph”, but also a bearer of global burdens, with “Mahomet” credited with heroically “carr[ying] all his brothers”. However, even while he reconciles the natural and the celestial, Goethe’s portrait of the Prophet also appears somewhat ambivalent as it addresses success in the secular world – a theme that emerges subtly here at the conclusion of “Song to Mahomet”. Not only are “towers of flame-topped summits” and “[m]arble houses” left in the “irresistible” wake of Goethe’s watery hero, but his victorious progress also bequeaths “names” to “countries, cities”, depicting a figure that is not only conqueror, but creator. It is, however, “joy” that above all crowns Goethe’s hymn, suggesting the benefits and blessings of the Prophet’s “rolling in triumph”. Singing a “Song” that is Islamic in title, yet topically romantic, Goethe’s fragment – adapted from his aborted play – offers a positive precedent of Islamic appeal that will rarely be matched by his Romantic successors; yet, in its own textual survival, Goethe’s “Song to Mahomet” itself seems to hint at Islam’s endurance as a creative catalyst for later Western artistry, its generative appeals to the Prophet anticipating the buoyancy of Romanticism’s own Islamic interests.

     

    III

    Two and a half decades after publishing his “Song to Mahomet” in 1774, Goethe would herald the private performance of his translated Mahomet, announcing his drama adapted from Voltaire in a quiet note to his dear friend, Friedrich Schiller, dated December 17, 1799:

     

    The Duke and the Duchess are going to take tea with me to-day, and, as I hope, will lend a gracious ear to the recital of Mahomet. If you care to be present at this operation you will be heartily welcome.

    G.22

    A minor exchange between major literati, Goethe’s invitation to Schiller reflects their shared life in aristocratic Weimar, mentioning not only “the Duke and the Duchess” – Weimar’s Karl August and his wife, Louisa – but also the “taking [of] tea” during a salon “recital”. At the precise heart of this prosaic note, however, is the Muslim Prophet – “Mahomet” – an Islamic incongruity which would, however, have been unsurprising to Schiller himself. A subject of debate between the two poets in the months previous, Voltaire’s Mahomet features regularly in correspondence during autumn 1799 between Goethe and Schiller, with the latter regularly consulted regarding the motives and mechanics of rendering the French original.23 Attracting Schiller’s advice, Goethe’s translated Mahomet would also attract Schiller’s artistry, the former’s German rendition inspiring the latter’s German authorship. In the first days of 1800, Schiller penned his “An Goethe, als er den Mahomet von Voltaire auf dir Bühne brachte” – “To Goethe, on his Staging of Voltaire’s Mahomet” – a short dedicatory poem which features a stanza that begins “The theater’s narrow space has been enlarged. / A whole world crowds into its four walls”, as John Guthrie literally translates.24 This entire stanza unfolds, in E.P. Arnold-Forster’s more stylized rendition:

     

    A wider scene the modern stage affords,

    And all the world now populates its boards;

    No more rhetorical conceits are prized,

    What we demand is nature undisguised;

    Banished is fashion’s artificial tone,

    The hero acts and feels as man alone.

    The freest, fullest notes from passion spring,

    And real beauty to the truth must cling.25

    Occasioned by Goethe’s translated play, Schiller celebrates Mahomet’s significance for German drama. However, it is Goethe’s earlier verses on the Prophet – his 1774 “Song to Mahomet” – that seem to echo into Schiller’s verses, which also imply a link between Islamic origins and Western innovations. Invoking ideas that will become Romantic leitmotifs – merging “beauty” and “truth”, celebrating “passion” and “nature undisguised” – Schiller celebrates the lyric “notes” of Goethe’s play, which are “freest” and “fullest”, even while commemorating a play that focuses on the founder of Islam. Perhaps most striking is this stanza’s initial lines, Schiller lauding Mahomet’s “opening up” a fresh era of artistry, “enlarging” the “theater’s narrow space”, allowing “a whole world” to “crowd into its four walls”. Mirroring Goethe’s own transnational translation – a German rendition of a French drama with an Arabian setting – Schiller finds the dilation of European art in Goethe’s act of Islamic adaptation, with Mahomet broadening the “narrowness” of Western “theater”.26

    While Schiller is the friendly and famous addressee of Goethe’s December 1799 note, it is the other personalities in his invitation that play more pivotal roles in prompting Mahomet’s “staging”. Goethe’s first words are “The Duke and the Duchess” – a literary precedence which hints at the literal precedence of Karl August and his wife Louisa in supporting Mahomet’s production. While Goethe borrows Mahomet from Voltaire, extracting the play from its original context – the critique of French religion and society – Goethe’s German translation also enters a sphere that seems no less political, ushered into Weimar society at the behest of Duke Karl himself. An audience member at a Parisian staging of Voltaire’s original play in 1775, it was Karl August who initially commissioned Goethe to fashion his German translation. Attending the drama’s initial and informal recital on December 17, 1799, the duke would offer advice for Mahomet’s improvement, but also ensure that it was the first play to be staged in the New Year, electing to have the drama coincide with his wife’s birthday. Accordingly, Mahomet debuted in Germany’s cultural capital on January 30, 1800 – the 41st birthday of Duchess Louisa – with this play on Islamic foundations becoming the foundational play to appear on the Weimar stage in the nineteenth century.27

    The overtly political atmosphere for Mahomet’s debut in January 1800 reaches also beyond the “narrow space” of the local “theater”, gesturing to a “whole world” of geopolitics that raged outside the “four walls” of Weimar. Promoted and quietly performed at home, Goethe’s play reflects a period of turmoil abroad, his adapted drama on the Muslim Messenger emerging during days of European upheaval. The year of Mahomet’s translation marked Napoleon’s own rise to power, his coup d’état staged in France even as Goethe was rendering this play for the German stage. This national ascent of a charismatic, yet ruthless, figure is precisely the subject of Voltaire’s play, lending a sense of European timeliness to Goethe’s rendition of this Islamic fiction, his 1799 translation seeming to mirror contemporary events. Indeed, even as Goethe turned towards Voltaire’s French play – which itself adapts the East for its dramatic inspiration – Napoleon’s own French troops would also reach eastward, campaigning in Egypt and Syria in 1798 and 1799. Returning from his invasion of Egypt in the very months that Goethe first began considering his Mahomet rendition, Napoleon himself seems to have understood his own mission through Muslim analogy; in an oft-quoted recollection of his North African adventures, Napoleon would assert that “I saw myself founding a religion, marching into Asia, riding an elephant, a turban on my head and in my hand the Qur’an that I would have composed to suit my needs.”28 The dizzying intersections between Napoleon’s historical efforts and Goethe’s literary efforts were, moreover, unmistakable for many of his contemporaries, as David B. Richards has noted; Goethe’s Mahomet was even censored outside of Weimar, with authorities anxiously perceiving “allusions to Napoleon in the figure of Mahomet”, according to Ingeborg Solbrig.29

    This overlap between Goethe’s translated Mahomet and Napoleon’s actual exploits in 1800 would receive a more literal expression at the climax of the Napoleonic era. No longer a rising consul in 1800, Napoleon would be an ascendant emperor by 1808, convening with the Emperor of Russia in Erfurt, very near to Weimar. Offering a friendly reception to Weimar’s Duke Karl August during his Erfurt sojourn, Napoleon would also meet Weimar’s most exalted author – Goethe – on October 2, 1808. Recorded by Goethe in his own memoir, this encounter between two of Europe’s most iconic personalities has been recurrently memorialized too by his biographers; for example, George Henry Lewes vividly recounts the scene, noting that Goethe “was summoned to an audience with the emperor, and found him at breakfast”, during which:

     

    Napoleon, after a fixed look, exclaimed: “Vous etes un homme”; a phrase which produced a profound impression on the flattered poet. “How old are you?” asked the emperor. “Sixty.” “You are very well preserved.” After a pause – “You have written tragedies?” Here [Pierre] Daru interposed, and spoke with warmth of Goethe’s works, adding that he had translated Voltaire’s Mahomet. “It is not a good piece,” said Napoleon, and commenced a critique on Mahomet, especially on the unworthy portrait given of that conqueror of a world. He then turned the conversation to Werther, which he had read seven times, and which accompanied him to Egypt.30

    Spanning a complex series of contrasts – East and West, Europe and Africa, politics and literature – Napoleon’s reception of Goethe also brings together poetic art and martial power, featuring at its very center not only Mahomet, but also Muḥammad – not only the play, but the Prophet himself. Comparing the drama to the man, Napoleon offers a French critique of Goethe’s decision to render his French precedent, finding Voltaire’s play to be an “unworthy portrait” of “that conqueror of a world”. Yet, perhaps more intriguing than this literary criticism is Napoleon’s literary endorsement of Goethe, embracing his most celebrated Romantic fiction, the 1774 The Sorrows of Young Werther. Reading it “seven times”, this novel was also chosen by Napoleon to “accompany him to Egypt”, Goethe’s imaginative prose serving as an ally for Napoleon during his actual incursion into the Muslim world. And while Napoleon had dreamed of bringing a newly “composed . . . Qur’an” to North Africa in 1800, it is instead Goethe’s own early fiction that escorts the French conqueror as he dramatically invades Muslim lands – an ironic and apt inversion of Goethe’s own dramatic renewal of Voltaire’s Mahomet in 1800, domesticating this French fiction itself built from Muslim foundations.

  


  
    2

    “Mohammed came forward on the stage”: Herder’s Islamic History

    I

    Six days after Mahomet’s private recital on December 17, 1799 for Weimar’s duke and duchess, Goethe elected to host another party at his home, previewing his translated drama for a broader audience of invited guests. Mirroring the first reading of Mahomet, this second reading was also attended by a leading Weimar author and a prominent friend: Johann Gottfried Herder. Like Friedrich Schiller six days earlier, Herder listened to Goethe’s Mahomet with interest on December 23, 1799 – and, also like Schiller, Herder voiced a memorable reaction to the play. However, unlike Schiller, Herder was not inspired to pen a public poem dedicated to Goethe’s literary efforts, but would record instead his private disapproval, rejecting his friend’s translated drama. Although recognizing that Mahomet “contained ‘some glorious verses’”, Herder was “at the same time . . . repelled by the ‘inhumane’ sentiments of the play”, as Robert Thomas Clark notes.1

    Herder’s ambivalent reaction to Goethe’s Mahomet reflects a broader ambivalence in the Herder-Goethe friendship, reaching back three decades to the relationship’s fraught origins.2 Although it was Goethe who helped Herder settle in Weimar – encouraging Duke Karl August to offer Herder “the posts of Superintendent, Chief Pastor, and Court Preacher” in 1776 – their relationship had soured in the years leading up to the recital of Mahomet.3 Yet, if Herder’s unease with Mahomet in 1799 was symptomatic of his present “rift” with Goethe, it may have equally reflected his past work with Goethe. First meeting in 1770, the growth of the Herder-Goethe relationship was facilitated by a shared interest in the East, their correspondence in these early years consistently concerned with the literature of foreign antiquity – including Islamic texts and traditions. As Katharina Mommsen has highlighted, Herder and Goethe began exchanging ideas on Muslim sources during the early 1770s, with Arabic traditions receiving particular attention.4 This mutual appeal to the “Morgenland” – the “Morning Land”, the illuminatory East – would not only form a background to their friendship, but also become foregrounded as a vehicle to express this friendship. For instance, in the same era that witnessed his composition of “Song to Mahomet”, Goethe would write to Herder concerning his artistic frustrations and aspirations, remarking in a July 1772 letter that:

     

    Look, what sort of a musician is he who keeps looking at his instrument? . . . I might indeed pray, like Moses in the Koran: “Make me room, O Lord, in my narrow breast!” No day passes without my communing with you, and I often think, “If one could but live with him!” It will come, it will come. The youth in his coat of mail wanted to follow too soon, and you ride too fast.

    Blending prophecies, sacred and secular, Goethe’s exuberant passage ends by predicting his future proximity to Herder, presciently looking forward to a time in which they “live with” each other, “communing” together as neighbors. However, it is the prophetic speech that immediately precedes this personal forecast that seems most striking, Goethe anticipating his own devotion to Herder with a Qur’ānic devotion, voicing the Mosaic prayer from the scripture’s sura 20: “Make me room, O Lord, in my narrow breast!”5 Hoping for the collapse of space between him and his friend, while also asking God to expand the space of his own “narrow breast”, Goethe transitions between intimate outreach and Islamic allusion, inscribing sacred Muslim speech into his personal interactions, while also articulating his own artistic efforts.

    This fusion of intimate artistry and Islamic reference in 1772 seems also to reach far forward, receiving expression seventeen years later with Herder’s attendance of the recital of Goethe’s Mahomet in 1799. However, unlike Goethe’s youthful idealism in 1772 – quoting the Qur’ān, even while exclaiming “If one could but live with him!” – the mature contexts of Goethe’s Islamic receptions in 1799 seem more cutting and critical. In contrast with the personal appeal to Muslim language in his early letter to Herder, Goethe invites Herder to view Voltaire’s Muslim satire, offering a more distant and derisive portrait of Islam. Unlike the humane personality of Goethe’s 1772 appeal to the Qur’ān, his commissioned translation of Mahomet in 1799 is “inhumane”; anticipating Napoleon’s critique, Herder finds Voltaire’s play “unworthy” of the Prophet, and unworthy too of Goethe’s “glorious verses”.6 However, if this drama had failed for Napoleon due to its inadequate portrait of the “conqueror of a world”, Mahomet’s failure for Herder was likely due instead to its inadequate portrait of an otherworldly visionary – a visionary who plays a pivotal role in Herder’s own primary opus, the Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit – his Ideas for a Philosophy of the History of Mankind.

     

    II

    The years that followed Herder’s 1776 move to Weimar – a move which achieved Goethe’s early aspiration to “live with him” – were years of steady productivity, witnessing Herder’s authorship of the four-volume Ideen, surfacing in print between 1784 and 1791. A seminal work of Romantic anthropology, Herder’s Ideen traces a genealogy of cultural development grounded solidly in natural history; dedicating Parts I and II to “the place of man in the cosmos and on earth”, as Frederick Beiser notes, the Ideen’s Parts III and IV only then turn to “history proper”.7 Emphasizing the primeval past, Herder finally reaches contemporary Europe by the conclusion of Part IV, having dedicated much of his historical overview to legacies of global antiquity. Sensitive to the aesthetic achievement and religious sentiment of the Morgenland, the Ideen stresses not only early Judaic contributions, but ranges across the ancient East, attributing a pivotal role in human “progress” also to “the Arabian”. Transitioning from the “natural powers of man” to “his mind”, Herder’s Book VIII of his Ideen’s Part II argues that “Human Fancy” is “Organic and Climatic”, appealing to Arabia as an example of the natural world’s formative function in shaping human psychology:

     

    From the remotest times the deserts of Arabia have fostered sublime conceptions, and they who have cherished them have been for the most part solitary, romantic men. In solitude Mohammed began his Koran: his heated imagination rapt him to Heaven, and showed him all the angels, saints, and worlds: his mind was never more inflamed, than when it depicted the thunders of the day of resurrection, the last judgment, and other immense objects.8

    This minor passage articulates major concerns that pervade Herder’s entire Ideen, not only retreating back to “the remotest times”, but also reading intellectual history through physical environment, advancing the Ideen’s “naturalist program”.9 It is the Islamic grounds for this passage’s naturalism, however, that seem exceptional, recalling not Herder’s historio-graphy, but rather Goethe’s lyricism. Reminiscent of “Song to Mahomet”, Herder’s “Mohammed” is aligned unmistakably with natural environs, surrounded by climates of lofty “conception”. However, unlike the aquatic imagery of Goethe’s poem, Herder’s Ideen places the Prophet in an arid and incendiary atmosphere, with “the deserts of Arabia” fostering his “heated” and “inflamed” imagination. Perhaps most resonant for the present study, however, is the merger between Islamic origins and Romantic traits. Not only is the Prophet classed by Herder as one of those “staunende Menschen” – “romantic men”, in T. Churchill’s stylized translation – but he is also characterized by both “solitude” and “sublimity”, oft-allied elements of Romanticism.10 Associated with the aesthetic heights, the “imagination” of “Mohammed” is lonely and lofty, a vehicle to envision “Heaven”, with the “Koran” itself “show[ing] him angels, saints, and worlds”. Concluding this passage apocalyptically, Herder finds the Prophet’s “mind” not only motioning upwards, but also forwards, trumpeting “the thunders of the day of resurrection” as well as “the last judgment”.

    In this portrait infused with awe, and perhaps even admiration, the Prophet is also treated by Herder with a telling ambivalence. Recalling his ambiguous reading of Goethe’s rendered Mahomet as both “glorious” yet “inhumane”, Herder follows his own passage above on “Mohammed” by adding a plainly pejorative statement, exclaiming “To what extent has the superstition of the shamans spread itself!”11 Undercutting Romantic “sublimity” with shamanistic “superstition” (“Aberglaube”), Herder’s equivocal account of Islamic origins in Part II sets a precedent for the remainder of his Ideen, which grapples more substantially with the advent of Islam in its concluding Part IV. Maintaining his concentration on climate, and the significance of the “solitary”, Herder dedicates a section to the “Kingdoms of the Arabs” in Part IV’s Book 19, very near the end of his Ideen. Offering a geographic survey that serves again as the grounds for psychological analysis, Herder finds “The Arabian peninsula” to be “one of the most distinguished regions of the Earth, apparently intended by Nature herself, to stamp a peculiar character on its nation”, recognizing too that, “[The Arabs’] peninsula was separated from the great body of Asia by the desert, which protected them against the frequent expeditions of its conquerors; they remained free, and proud of their descent, of the nobility of their families, of their unconquered valour, and their uncontaminated language.”12 Complementing his emphasis on the “solitary, romantic men” of the “deserts of Arabia”, Herder finds the Arabian “peninsula” itself a “distinguished region” – a climactic crucible that promotes a “free” people, permitting them to remain not only “unconquered”, but “uncontaminated”. Endowing “Nature herself” with historical intention, Herder not only extrapolates “national” effects from “natural” environs, but personifies the physical world, discovering a providential “protection” in this Middle Eastern peninsula, with “Arabian” lands allowing for a “purity” in the Arabian “language”.

    These musings on Eastern climate and culture lead Herder to his slow and suspenseful anticipation of Islam’s own advent, transitioning from Arabian speech to Arabian spirituality. Immediately before introducing “Mohammed” in the “Kingdoms of the Arabs”, Herder ruminates lyrically:

     

    Thus at an early period an intellectual culture arose here, which the Altai or Ural could never have produced: the Arabian language formed itself to an ingenuity in figurative eloquence and prudential apophthegms, long before they, by whom it was spoken, knew how to commit them to writing. On their Sinai the Hebrews received their law, and among them they almost always dwelt. When Christians arose, and persecuted each other, Christian sects also repaired to them. Could it be otherwise, then, that from the mixture of Jewish, Christian, and native ideas, among such a people, with such a language, a new flower in due time would appear? and when it appeared, could it fail, from this point between three quarters of the Globe, to obtain the most extensive spread from commerce, wars, foreign expeditions, and books? Thus the odoriferous shrub of Arabian fame, springing from such an arid soil, is a very natural phenomenon, the moment a man arose, who knew how to rear it into blossom.13

    It is the form of this paragraph – its own “figurative eloquence” – that initially seems striking. Engaging his reader with extended questions and vivid imagery, Herder’s prelude to the Prophet is unmistakably poetic, aligning this “man” of “Arabian fame” with a unique “flower” of the “arid soil”. Expressed through natural symbols, Herder also discovers the Prophet himself to be “a very natural phenomenon” – a harvester of a historical “blossom”, which is both long expected, and yet which appears in “due time”. Merging messianic promise with global prospects – tracing a process not only of Arabian cultivation, but of “extensive” growth “spreading” over “three quarters of the Globe” – Herder’s expectant passage reaches its resolution when “Mohammed” himself is introduced:

     

    In the beginning of the seventh century this man did arise; a singular compound of whatever the nation, tribe, time, and country, could produce; merchant, prophet, orator, poet, hero, and legislator; all after the Arabian manner. Mohammed was born of the noblest tribe in Arabia, the guardian of the purest dialect, and of the Caaba, the ancient sanctuary of the nation; a boy of considerable beauty, not rich, but educated in the family of a man of consequence.

    Shortly following this report of the Prophet’s physical birth, Herder adds to his portrait, by tracing his psychological progress:
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