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Chapter One

BY THE TIME he saw her, she had already seen him. As his eyes reached her, hers were already trained on him. That was on July 11, 1823, at five o’clock in the afternoon beside the Kreuz Spring in Marienbad. A hundred genteel guests were putting themselves on display, promenading while holding in their hands glasses of the water that was more extolled with each passing year. Goethe had nothing against being seen. But he wanted to be seen as deep in conversation rather than on promenade. In these July days, he was in constant conversation with Count von Sternberg, a naturalist a good ten years younger than Goethe. Although he couldn’t get used to it, Goethe had come to expect that nearly all natural scientists had at best only a smirking pity for his theory of colors. If he encountered one who did accept it, he was so moved and grateful he often could barely contain his amiability. Count Kaspar von Sternberg was just such a scientist. He had written a book about prehistoric flora, which meant he could read what had been preserved in stone. And by this time, stones had become Goethe’s favorite area of research. But now, in these July days, there was another circumstance quite apart from science that attracted Goethe to the count. The previous year they had both stayed in the palace run by Count von Klebelsberg as a spa hotel. And the Levetzows had stayed there, too. The two men had met in Amalie von Levetzow’s salon. “But we know each other already,” Goethe had exclaimed. “We’ve known each other from prehistoric times.” That was an allusion to the title of Sternberg’s book, and he had practically rushed over to embrace the count. People took notice because usually, when there was an acquaintance to be made, Goethe remained where he was and gave the other person—man or woman—the opportunity to approach him. “We both climbed the Donnersberg, Baroness, up by Teplitz, each from a different direction. And we both reached the pinnacle and wrote to each other about it.” The count had called them two travelers, coming from two different areas of the world and of history. Encountering each other and comparing their experiences, they had seen the advantage of arriving at one and the same goal in different ways.

Now, on the promenade, Goethe asked Count Sternberg to tell him about the Swedish chemist Berzelius, who had just made the astonishing discovery that the volcanic rock in the Auvergne was closely related to the rocks here on the Kammerbühl.

It was the kind of conversation that shields its participants wherever it takes place. Today, it was Goethe who more than once peered around while they talked. Goethe was nearsighted but loathed spectacles. In the circles he frequented, everyone who wore spectacles knew that and took them off when paying Goethe a visit. “Spectacles put me in a bad mood,” he had said, and whatever the famous writer said got passed on. At a distance, he would not have recognized the person he was keeping an eye out for, but Amalie von Levetzow and her daughters Ulrike, Amalie, and Bertha, who were nineteen, sixteen, and fifteen this year—this group he would have spotted at any distance, no matter how crowded the promenade. And that’s just what happened, although the relative heights of the four figures had shifted. Ulrike was now the tallest, clearly taller than her mother.

Without interrupting the count’s discourse on the relationship of the stones in the Auvergne to those on the Kammerbühl, he steered himself and the count toward the group of Levetzows and met Ulrike’s gaze. She had discovered him when he had not yet discovered her.

A motion, a wave, coursed through him, an inner storm. In his head, it was heat. He thought he might get dizzy. Exhaling, he tried to release and relax his forehead and eyes, which felt frozen. It surely wouldn’t do to celebrate this reunion—they hadn’t seen each other for a whole year—with a grimace of astonishment, pain, or dismay.

There now, that’s better. The salutations. The young mother was clearly livelier than any of her daughters. Ulrike’s steady gaze—did he recall it from last year? Her eyes and his remained locked together. When they couldn’t keep it up anymore, when something had to be said at last, he said, “Please understand, dear onlookers, I study not just stones, but eyes as well. What causes more changes in the eye, a new light from without, or a different mood from within? Since in the blink of an eye (and what a delightful gift that phrase is: the blink of an eye), the weather has just now slid a dense cumulus cloud in front of the sun for us, Ulrike’s eyes are in the process of changing from blue to green. If the cloud stays, we’ll be dealing with a green-eyed Ulrike. Count Sternberg, this double phenomenon—whether the external or the internal cause predominates—should interest us. A cordial welcome to you, dear lady, and to you, the most agreeable trio in the world. Welcome.”

Sixteen-year-old Amalie, whose quick tongue was most like her mother’s, said, “We’re not a trio at all. We’re individuals, if you please, Herr Privy Councilor.”

“I’ll say it pleases me,” said Goethe and looked at Ulrike again. Ulrike was still gazing at him as calmly and steadily as when she first saw him. He stayed in her line of vision. He played at being the ocular researcher but wasn’t one. The others might believe it. Ulrike did not believe it. And he didn’t believe it, either. She looked at him only to show that she was looking at him. Before leaving the topic of looking, he said, “Ulrike, in the future some men will claim you have blue eyes. Others will say your eyes are green. I say: Don’t let yourself be pinned down.”

Afterward, he took her gaze with him, back to his room. They had all eaten together, chatted, and talked back into life their memories of last year and the year before. That miserable stretch two years ago when it didn’t stop raining for a month! Without Herr Privy Councilor’s thousand and one ideas for things to do, they wouldn’t have been able to stand it! To be sure, his lectures about stones had scored a hit only with Amalie. He had a whole room with tables just for the stones his manservant Stadelmann had knocked together from all the surrounding country. To this day, Amalie was still a little insulted because Herr Privy Councilor put a pound of chocolate between the stones for Ulrike, to make them more enticing to her.

“And fresh from Vienna it was, too, that chocolate,” said the Baroness, “from the famous confectioner Panel!”

“And there was a poem with it,” said Bertha, who also had to get in on the conversation.

“Ah,” he said, “a poem.”

“She still knows it by heart,” said Frau von Levetzow.

Before Goethe had time to say, Please tell it to me, Bertha recited what she called a poem with positively artistic flourish.

“In your own way, this is for you to savor.

If not as drink, may it as food find favor.”

“I’d still like to know why there are blocks of granite around here with ocher-yellow veins running through them,” said Amalie, to draw attention back to her interest in stones.

“Bravo,” said Goethe. “Bravo.”

The count rose to go, saying he wanted to put into better order what he and Goethe had discussed earlier concerning Plutonism and Neptunism. Waved to everyone, bowed, and was gone.

Goethe gazed after him. Two more like him and I would congratulate the dear Lord.

“What is Plutonism?” Amalie interjected quickly, looking not at the person she was asking but at her sister Bertha, whom she had beaten to the punch.

“And I want to know what Neptunism is,” cried Bertha, trying to outdo her sister, two years her senior, in everything.

“And I’ll tell you all,” said Goethe. “The learned argue about whether the surface of the earth as we know it today was formed by fire (which then withdrew into the depths but still has volcanoes to remind us of its earlier role) or by water, which gradually flowed off to form the oceans.”

“And you?” asked Ulrike. “What do you think?”

“I think we shouldn’t decide what we can only conjecture about at present. But since one can’t help leaning one way or the other, I confess to being a vacillating Neptunist.”

“That doesn’t give me much to go on,” Ulrike replied rather severely. She said it only to Goethe, and with that look again.

Goethe asked if she wanted him to say more than he knew.

She said that since it was a question about science and not poetry, one had the right to expect decisiveness.

“Oh,” said Goethe, “our Ulrike is breaking a lance for the Critique of Pure Reason, no less.”

Her mother: “You should know that in Strasbourg, they’ve started calling her Contresse Ulrike.”

An opportunity for Amalie to prove she gets all their jokes: “Comtesse and contre, it’s all French in that school.”

Goethe congratulated them on a school capable of such discoveries and confessed how happy it made him to be sitting and chatting in their family circle again. It was impossible at home in Weimar, where they were always lying in wait for him to say something profound.

“For which Herr Privy Councilor has partly himself to blame,” said Ulrike.

“Admittedly, Contresse,” said Goethe. “There, my life is more theater than life.”

“And here?” asked Ulrike.

“Here,” he said and nothing more, just looked at Ulrike.

And she looked at him and said, “Yes? Here?”

“Here,” he said, “I realize again that through two long Weimar winters I’ve been suffering from knowing too little about the Levetzows.”

“Two years ago,” said the always talkative Amalie, “we knew even less about you. We mustn’t forget that in that first year, our older sister, who had already put seventeen springs behind her, confessed that she’d never read a line of Goethe. But—horrors!—quite a lot of Schiller.”

“In German class in a Strasbourg boarding school,” said Ulrike, “they assign only the honorary citizen of the French Revolution, of course.”

And Goethe: “I took the liberty of reminding you I’m less fit to be a model for the young than Schiller, Gellert, Hagedorn, and Gessner.”

And Ulrike: “You also said the French were more for idylls and stylizations than nature and reality.”

“Yes,” said Goethe, “that’s why Salomon Gessner is much better known there than here. That’s where he belongs.”

“But so does Voltaire,” Ulrike said.

“And it wasn’t my friend Schiller who translated him; it was me.”

“Twice, in fact,” said Ulrike. “Zaïre and Mahomet.”

“Not the greatest of plays,” said Goethe.

“Since I’ve started reading your books,” said Ulrike, “I’m bothered by not knowing even for a moment who you are. They are always such high-flown tall tales. They’re full of wonderful talk, ideas, feelings, but who is he?” That’s what she wanted to know. For that was the effect of reading him: an increasing annoyance, a common curiosity to get to know him, himself, what he was really like. So that he would be in some way accessible, so that one could reach out and catch hold of him if one wanted. One would like to touch him. But who was he?

“But you can do that with Scott!” Bertha broke in.

“You’re right,” said Ulrike. “It doesn’t hurt not to make the acquaintance of Scott.”

And Bertha, who obviously wasn’t sure what this conversation was about, said that as soon as it rained again this summer, they could read aloud to one another. Read Scott. She’d brought The Black Dwarf along.

Her mother added that Bertha had been practicing and practicing what Goethe told her last year about reading aloud.

Bertha turned to her sisters. “He called me a fair rising star and said when I read aloud, I should always begin deep and then rise.”

“As we heard today,” said Goethe.

And Bertha immediately started intoning again, “If not as drink, may it as food find favor.”

“Yes!” Goethe exclaimed. “Since it’s the closing, don’t let ‘food find favor’ fall off, but carry it up and out, ‘food find favor,’ equally strong and higher than all the other words.”

“Excellency did nothing but criticize me,” said Ulrike quite calmly. She never interrupted but always spoke up when she wanted to.

“Yes!” Bertha cried, “You were supposed to work on developing more energy and a more animated presentation.”

“I have no wish to be another Tieck,” said Ulrike.

Amalie: “What’s that supposed to mean?”

And Ulrike: “Another elocutionist.”

Amalie regained the floor: “We’ve already figured out that the Privy Councilor is no model for the young.”

Goethe said he could hardly wait to hear what came next.

“Well, your game,” said Amalie. “One person suggests a theme and the next has to make a story out of it, but everyone has the right to put in a word that has to be incorporated into the story. And which word did you insert into Ulrike’s story? ‘Garter,’ Herr Privy Councilor. Rike blushed …”

“Did not. It never got that far,” exclaimed Ulrike, “because when that word slipped out, Herr Privy Councilor immediately added ‘the Order of the Garter.’”

“As if he’d never meant anything else,” said Amalie. “We know better.”

Since he found it unjust to be regarded by this circle of promising daughters as an utterly unsuitable model, he started to murmur—more to himself than to the circle—that he’d never smoked tobacco, never played chess, and had avoided anything else that wasted his time.

And Ulrike said, “That sounds like regret that you’ve lived such an exemplary life.”

Since he had ended up in the bosom of the heavenly Levetzow family, he said, not everything he’d done could have been so wrong.

And so it went.

Actually, he had only been looking for opportunities to meet her eyes. He was aware of that, standing now across the street at the window of his modest rooms, which he loved, and looking over at the great mass of the Klebelsberg spa hotel, over to the windows in the third story behind which Ulrike now stood, sat, lay, read, thought…. How could he live with that gaze? Last year it was probably already too late. He’d been sick last winter, very ill. He had written to her, and she had answered. That was something, but only today did he realize what. The few letters she had written were already such that he couldn’t show them to anyone. Only half of each letter he wrote to her was dictated to his secretary John. He had to add something in his own hand to every one, something that could not have any real content but was meant to reveal what was being kept secret by its lack thereof. It had to be addressed never to Ulrike alone, but to her mother as well. And yet, and yet, it was all bearable. He could look forward to another summer of banter. And then that gaze that changed everything. It dredged up memories of Sesenheim and Friederike’s simple girlishness. Eyes full of passion, but everything changing so quickly, as if every mood had to be abandoned immediately in order to become clear. Friederike’s mouth knew so little of what it was doing that you yourself had to supplement her ignorance and inquisitiveness with your own. And Charlotte Buff, the great sentimentalist who held and extinguished the universe in a sigh. He had then taken what she awoke in him and augmented it immensely: Werther’s Lotte. Afterward, Charlotte rightly complained about what he had made of her in the novel. He himself was Werther’s Lotte just as much as he was Werther. And Christiane, the great emotion that was never too self-absorbed for every accommodation. There was no situation she couldn’t master through subservience. And then Marianne, who wanted to be a completely kindred soul and was able—with enormous spiritual energy—to adapt herself almost to the point of self-dissolution. But only as a costume ball, a cultural sensation, a splendid anecdote for the literary historians. And Ulrike. Two years of girlish enchantment composed entirely of entertaining indirection. Last year, still a delicate not-yet-awakeness, a lively desire to participate, always striving to do everything right—a landscape on which the sun had not yet risen. And now the sun is up, the landscape lives. Now, her gaze. There is no defense. And besides, what is there to defend against? You’ve been taken captive, a captive of that gaze.

He had to sit down at his desk. This Ulrike, Contresse Ulrike, belongs in his novel, in the very much behind-schedule second version of Wilhelm Meister’s Journeyman Years. Hersilie is the figure he can enrich through the Contresse. But not a word about it to Ulrike. However much you’d like to let it slip that she’s going to be in your novel, control yourself! You must never tell a source she’s a source, because then she would cease to be one.

He couldn’t go to bed. He wasn’t ready for the self-abandonment known as sleep. If he could hope to dream of her, then yes, gladly. But as things stood? Exchange a wakefulness in which he could think uninterruptedly of her, imagine her, for a condition of slumber in which she probably wouldn’t occur at all? Not yet.

Walk up and down. Stop at each window. Look across the street. Which window does she sleep behind? Last year he, too, had lodged in the Klebelsberg house, which was called a palais as well as a hotel. Apart from the fact that the young widow Levetzow was the mistress of Count Klebelsberg, Ulrike’s grandfather Broesigke had a permanent landlord’s right to the palace. This year Grand Duke Carl August was also planning to take the waters in Marienbad, and since he was an old friend of the Broesigke, Klebelsberg, and Levetzow families, he simply had to stay in their house, on the second floor to be precise, in the prince’s suite where Goethe had stayed the year before. It would soon be fifty years that Carl August had been Goethe’s sovereign, Goethe’s employer, and Goethe’s friend. Goethe could have stayed in the Klebelsberg Palace again, but he decided instead on the Golden Grape across the street. And after what had just happened, he wondered what wise instinct had told him to do so. Being under the same roof now, but separated by walls and stories, he would have to invent some kind of noise that could reach her to announce that he was there and unable to breathe if she did not learn, sense, hear that he was there. There for her alone. She has a small face but a nose one would not call little. And plum-pit-shaped eyes that change color but always shine. He had already taken that fact home with him in the preceding years: those never weary, never dull, always shining blue and green eyes. Mostly, however, they aren’t blue or green, but blue-green. He had to turn to her mouth. Her lips were no mountain range, but a full and harmoniously shaped upper lip that could rely on the modest services of the lower lip. Almost a bit lonely, this mouth in the lower half of her face. The nose keeps to itself. Just a hint, almost imperceptible, of a bend. It simply has no intention of running dully, boringly straight. Those who don’t look closely think it’s pointy. In reality, it ends in a point that is, in the final analysis, rounded. It ends, as a nose must, above her lonely, beautiful mouth: by pointing the way to it without infringing on its space. This face has a grandiose unobtrusiveness, contains the entire Ulrike. Now he regrets having always drawn landscapes and never people. To be sure, this Ulrike-face is the first face in the life gallery of faces he would have liked to draw. It is a landscape in the light. If he weren’t a draftsman but a painter, he would have called it an unearthly, shining light. One could paint it, but not draw it.

He had to stand before the large mirror in the dressing room, lamps flanking it on both sides.

The proprietor of the Golden Grape was known in town as a lighting fanatic. He never missed a trade fair where he might come across a new kind of lamp. That piece of information could have been what made the choice of this hotel pleasant for the privy councilor. He clasped his hands behind his back, producing a practiced, stately appearance. He felt compelled to walk into the study and fetch from a drawer the Viennese journal sent him by a certain Herr Braun von Braunthal, a twenty-one-year-old poet, because in it he had described a visit to Goethe in Weimar. Goethe laughed every time he read the part of the report—and it was the only part he did read—that concerned his appearance.

For me in that moment, however, it was not the banal shell of a civilized man; as he paused a second at the door and his eyes fell on me, Goethe really seemed like a statue of Zeus carved from Parian marble. That head! That figure! That demeanor! Beauty, nobility, majesty! Already an old man of seventy-three, hair white as new-fallen snow cascading in waves about his sturdy neck, his noble features still strong, the muscles still firm, the high, rounded forehead smooth and pure as if of alabaster, lips with the expression of untroubled self-confidence, simultaneous dignity and gentleness, the lifted chin expressing strength, and finally the eyes, splendid, sky-reflecting, miniature mountain lakes of pure blue! Of all the likenesses of him I have ever seen, not a single one matched this admirable totality of greatness, beauty, and power. With the utmost artistic effort, one might very well recreate such a unity in a statue—as has been done—but never in a painted picture; no more than one would be able to paint Monte Rosa or Mont Blanc transfigured by the rays of the setting sun. Thus Goethe appeared, and my spirit revered him. How lucky I considered myself, being a still insignificant and as yet unformed young man; for I knew very well that he sometimes refused to receive important, experienced men, and I could see from his casual attire that he was either making an exception or not going to too much trouble for me. He turned his gaze upon me like a regal boa constrictor upon a doe. Except that he didn’t crush me to death, but walked slowly to the divan—the “west-eastern divan”—inviting me with a gentle gesture to follow him and then (oh joy!) to sit down beside him. He began the conversation with a mild earnestness, and it coursed through all my limbs like a benevolent electric charge when the lordly old poet gently took my hand, a hand trembling with rapture and veneration, enclosed it softly in both of his, looked into my eyes, and said …

With conflicting feelings, he returned the magazine to the drawer, walked back to the mirror, smiled a little, and saw the gap where one of his front teeth was missing, missing for thirteen years. He still hadn’t gotten used to it. He had, however, disciplined his mouth so that the gap never appeared in the presence of other people. He hoped. He had assigned his daughter-in-law Ottilie to pay attention and report to him whenever some excess of high spirits allowed the gap to be seen. In his opinion, Ottilie always delivered her reports with somewhat too obvious satisfaction. He didn’t conceal the gap from himself when he was alone. Now, for instance. As if he had known ahead of time or feared what was happening now, in his recently published story “The Man of Fifty,” he had written that with such a gap, it was quite humiliating to court a young woman.

He went into the bedroom, lay down as he was on the bed, and ran through the figures in his books, looking for a sentence to express what now dominated him. There was such a sentence. Fairly quickly he summoned it up from memory. While still quite young, his Wilhelm Meister had thought: So it’s all for naught.





Chapter Two

IF HE, SEVENTY-FOUR, were to marry her, nineteen, then she, nineteen, would be the stepmother of his son August, thirty-four, and his daughter-in-law Ottilie, twenty-seven. He found himself preoccupied with such calculations while sitting at a breakfast table spread with everything one could wish for, procured by Stadelmann from the catering house.

Today he was sending Stadelmann—whom he had taught how to identify rocks during the past two years—to the Wolfsberg to break out some augite. A feldspar macle would be extremely welcome as well, he told him. To his secretary John, he said he wouldn’t need him for dictation till eleven. The reason was that Dr. Rehbein, medicus to the Weimar court and also Goethe’s personal physician (who had spent many hours at Christiane’s deathbed as well!), had sent word of his arrival. Within the past year, Dr. Rehbein’s own wife, his third, had died, too. Dr. Rehbein was probably the most beloved man in Weimar.

When Goethe appeared in the room where he received guests, Dr. Rehbein was waiting and rushed up to greet him. He barely gave Goethe the chance to boast how healthy he felt here—completely free of last winter’s miserable shortness of breath—he was so bubbling over with his own news: He intends to get engaged. He simply has to. If he doesn’t propose at once, he will lose Catherina—yes, Catty von Gravenegg, thirty years his junior. Since he had to get here before the Duke in any case, there is nothing for it but to celebrate the engagement here in Marienbad. But it’s impossible to imagine doing that without the presence of the Herr Privy Councilor. He apologizes for his unseemly haste. “But—Catty …You understand.” He cannot pretend to act as His Highness’s spa physician here. It’s not allowed in any case, since the local doctors have that monopoly. All right, so he’s just a spa guest in the entourage of His Highness, et cetera. But to spend weeks here promenading, seeing and being seen, while Catty rattled around Munich—it’s unhealthy. So she’s coming here and there’s going to be an engagement. But he must confess how much it pains him to have just read in “The Man of Fifty” that a surgeon is the most venerable man in the whole world.

Goethe amplified: “He frees one from a genuine malady.” Then he gently embraced Dr. Rehbein and said, almost whispering into his ear, that the praise for the surgeon was necessary to the action of his journeyman novel, of which “The Man of Fifty” constituted a part. And although it was published two years ago, that novel was anything but finished. Every day he was beset by characters and sentences begging to be included. And Wilhelm, the hero of the Journeyman Years, is meant to become a physician, a surgeon, once he has studied and sampled everything the world has to offer. And why? Because for the Wilhelm he had spent his life describing, the author wanted a profession tailor-made for his body and inscribed in his soul, one through which he could do the most good for mankind. “To be of use, Herr Doctor. From the useful through the true to the beautiful. That’s the direction we all want to go, Herr Doctor.” And he could have plausibly added that Dr. Rehbein himself was a prime example. When someone like him, a physician, can stand here at fifty, so truly hale and handsome, he’s neglected nothing, made no mistakes. There followed a long handshake.

The doctor had left with the privy councilor’s cordial acceptance of the invitation to the engagement party. Goethe sat and thought: thirty years his junior. It wasn’t envy that he was feeling. He considered the visit a confirmation. Well, yes, some envy, too. For what is envy but a form of admiration condemned to misfortune? There cannot be enough fifty-year-olds getting engaged to twenty-year-olds! Let there be an outbreak, an epidemic of engagements. If only so that with his own enormous number—seventy-four minus nineteen equals fifty-five—he doesn’t look quite so absurd.

He saw what an invigorating effect Dr. Rehbein’s visit had from the fact that at the door and as casually as possible, he had asked the physician—who would just now be crossing the street and entering the Klebelsberg palais—to give his best to all the Levetzows, especially Ulrike, and tell her that this afternoon he could fulfill the wish she had expressed yesterday. At any time. He could tell that his courier, Dr. Rehbein, did not quite know how the message was to be understood, i.e., how he should deliver it, so Goethe added in a tone of extreme unimportance, “One has to educate children when they request it.” Then he held on to the curtain and watched as Dr. Rehbein crossed the street and disappeared into the Klebelsberg palais.

His secretary John was informed that when the mail came, he should bring it into the study only if Fräulein von Levetzow had arrived and taken a seat. Perhaps Ulrike had forgotten that yesterday she’d said, “But who is he?” If she had forgotten, if it was nothing but an empty phrase, then everything was and is an empty phrase and he is nothing but an illusionist. Perhaps there’s no such thing as her gaze; perhaps with her nineteen years she’s the calmest, most composed, least moveable person in her family.

He had to emit a brief cry, a negation of the internal conversation that had just happened to him. And once more, a brief cry. And because it was his habit not only to allow to happen everything that happened to him, but also to make himself aware that it was happening, he allowed the conversation with himself to continue: When I let out a cry—a little cry, not too loud—then always such that only I hear my cry. I really do not want anyone else to hear me crying out. And besides, he didn’t have to cry out yet, only sit and wait. If she doesn’t come, he will sit here and never move again, a man frozen in waiting. He was surprised that the pain caused by waiting did not enable some kind of movement—walking up and down, perhaps. He wanted to demonstrate it to himself. That was his condition: Ulrike, or nothing. Just think of it: Last year, in that very family circle, he himself, sitting here right now (he who no longer knows how to draw a breath without Ulrike’s encouragement) had trumpeted his wish to have another son, who could then marry Ulrike. He himself would like to train Ulrike to be the perfect match for his son. He no longer knew that person who had talked so big, with such paternalistic mendacity. For it was already dishonest even back then. Not morally dishonest, but an outbreak of weakness, of cowardice. He could never say something like that again. But Ulrike hadn’t yet been Ulrike, either; she was still asleep in her girlhood. But now … but she still wore no jewelry. Her neck, her earlobes, bare. Hadn’t she worn any last summer, either, or the summer before? Perhaps because the weather had been so bad. But now, in this stupendous summer! Did she want to differentiate herself from all the women festooned with jewelry?

Here she came. An almost colorless green dress whose many little buttons precisely traced her figure. The neck trimmed with lace. Her hair always a little looser than all the other women. He had no trouble standing up. She greeted him almost jauntily. It wasn’t the mood he was in. At least, he couldn’t maintain that tone. But once she was sitting on the sofa, in one of the sofa corners with her arm on the big yellow cushion, he was able to walk back and forth and speak as though to several people. Soon his secretary John came in and handed him the tray piled high with mail.

“Ah, here’s the mail,” he said. “Ach, no, my dear John, one can’t read any boring letters when one has such a visitor. But don’t leave. I want to show my visitor how things go around here. Oh, just a moment, here’s something urgent. You see,” he said to Ulrike, “we’re so well coordinated, my faithful John and I, that he puts the only letter that can’t wait on top of the pile. It’s urgent, because His Royal Highness will be leaving Weimar in a week so a reply has to go out today. If you please, John.” He turned to Ulrike. “May I?”

“You must,” she said.

He paced back and forth in front of Ulrike, dictating: “Our most gracious Royal Highness has deigned to disclose to the undersigned that His Majesty has the intention of delighting Herr Lenz, our excellent Councilor of Mines, on the occasion of his imminent jubilee with a number of princely gifts, of which the following is a preliminary list. The celebration will consist of a banquet. My unpresumptuous suggestion would be: As pièce-de-résistance we present the erupting Vesuvius, under which the medal intended for the honoree could be placed.” He paused and asked Ulrike, “Do you understand?”

Ulrike asked what unpresumptuous suggestions were.

That was a polite circumlocution for not wanting to make unauthorized assumptions.

“And what does that mean?” asked Ulrike.

“My suggestion is meant only as a suggestion. The grand duke must decide. You see, Councilor of Mines Lenz is a passionate Neptunist and for his jubilee he’ll be served a volcano-shaped cake for dessert, at the bottom of which he’ll discover the medal he’s to be awarded. To be sure, the grand duke will take my suggestion into account when he decides.”

Ulrike: “But only unpresumptuously.”

Goethe: “Exactly.”

Ulrike: “A wonderful word. I’m going to ask Mother not to wear her bright blue dress again today. My unpresumptuous suggestion would be the light beige one.”

Goethe: “And she will obey.”

Ulrike: “So, unpresumptuous is a kind of command.”

Goethe: “The most polite kind of urgent wish.”

Ulrike: “But even more important: It’s a compliment. The recipient feels included. I give him credit for understanding exactly what I mean. It flatters him. Herr Privy Councilor is very subtle.”

“That will be all for today, John.”

John left. Goethe sat down on the sofa next to Ulrike and said he would like to call everything he ever says to her unpresumptuous. It will give him the courage to say more than he ought to. “May I unpresumptuously make you a Royal High-ness for a moment?”

“My education has been in a postrevolutionary boarding school,” said Ulrike. “Her Royal Highness is all ears.”

Goethe jumped up and began to pace back and forth, declaiming, “There would be one more devoutly modest request. Would Her Highness favor me with continuing benevolence, think of me in the most generous light, and in the near future graciously grant me the opportunity to address her on a large variety of subjects?”

He stopped in front of her, would gladly have sunk to his knees but knew he might have trouble getting up again. She extended her hand to be kissed. He held her hand an unconscionably long time, but touched it only slightly with his lips. Almost not at all.

Ulrike jumped up. “Ah, your Excellency,” she said, “how much has been wrecked by the Revolution!”

He answered offhandedly, “I want to say quite unpresumptuously that I’d like to spend time only with you.”

“I don’t yet know,” she said, “what I should have against that.”

“The way you talk to me,” he said, “awakens something in me. I can’t quite name it—don’t want to, since it’s barely stirred. But it feels invigorating.”

She said she had to go over and give her mother the unpresumptuous suggestion.

“Yes, go. Every second in your presence is … a … revolution. I’m afraid.”

She gazed at him, said nothing.

“Now your eyes are green,” he said. “Pure green.”

“Being afraid isn’t so bad,” she said in a loud, harmless, throwaway, casual tone.

And he: “It would be lovely to have someone who feels exactly the same fear as oneself. That would be closeness. The very essence of proximity.”

“Oh,” she said, “that’s one of your sentences again. Having someone who feels exactly the same fear as oneself. May I say what I think, Excellency?”

“Whoever doesn’t tell me what she thinks insults me,” he said.

“Another one of your sentences. To me, they always have such a finality about them. No more thinking possible or necessary. It is as it is, or rather, as you’ve said it is. Physics and chemistry are my favorite subjects; they’re the most interesting because things happen in them. They yield results because there’s an experimental protocol. What if we—only you and I, of course—were to experiment with your sentences, or any sentences, that have that authoritative ring? Would that be forbidden or interesting?”

And he: “The more forbidden, the more interesting.”

“Another one of those majestic sentences!” said Ulrike, but laughed merrily. Then she said, “Well, before you decree any further decrees (perhaps you’ve been a minister of state too long?), I’m going to propose that all these sentences are just as valid when you turn them around.”

Goethe was able to reply with no less merriment that Ulrike’s sentence far exceeded all of his in its apodictic urgency.

“However,” said Ulrike, “I shall immediately offer evidence that the opposite sounds just as valid. I don’t say it is, but it sounds like it.”

“If you please,” he said.

She: “It would be lovely to have someone who precisely does not feel the same fear one suffers from.”

He: “Don’t stop!”

She: “Whoever tells me what he thinks insults me. And please, Excellency, don’t consider if that corresponds to your experience, but only if it sounds just as valid as its opposite.”

“Ulrike,” he said, “you’re starting to get dangerous in the most desirable way. And please, don’t turn that sentence around. That’s enough for today.”

“Are you angry with me, Excellency?”

“Ulrike,” he said, “at the moment I could consider my life bungled because I didn’t have you.”

Ulrike said that sounded heartwarming without having to be true.

Goethe remembered two years ago, bringing a copy of the just-published Journeyman Years to Marienbad for Ulrike and inscribing it “In friendly recollection of August 1821.” And they met here last year, were meeting again this year, and she had never even mentioned the book. He knows what that means but doesn’t want to spell it out. But it spells itself out inside him. For Ulrike, the Journeyman Years are unreadable. And if they’re unreadable for Ulrike, they’re altogether unreadable. He’s got to be able to think that.

Ulrike said there was something else that couldn’t be put off. As a reader of his work, she knew that he didn’t allow situations to pass without having exploited them pedagogically, and that’s why she was going to imitate him and for fun, offer him something instructive.

He made a gesture inviting her to continue.

She said that yesterday her ever lively sister Amalie had made the mistake of asking him how he liked her dress.

“Yes,” said Goethe, “and I said it was very pretty.”

And Ulrike: “‘But Ulrike’s is prettier,’ you added.”

And Goethe: “To which your sister replied, ‘I didn’t even need to ask that. Everything about Ulrike is always prettier.’”

“It wasn’t necessary,” said Ulrike.

“But it was true,” said Goethe.

“‘True’ is no excuse for an embarrassment.”

“Another one of those majestic sentences!” he cried.

“The assumption was that I would imitate you. If you criticize me now, you’re criticizing yourself.”

“I capitulate,” he said.

“Please don’t forget that Amalie is sixteen,” she said.

“Barely, or already?” Goethe asked.

“Barely and already,” said Ulrike.

And he: “I have to admire you, Ulrike.”

“So many things one has to do!” she said. “But I’m glad. Of course. Very glad. Adieu.” And left.

Leaning against the curtain, he watched her cross the street. Watched how she walked, how she seemed about to become airborne with every step. She walked as if walking uphill, but with utter ease. She was enormously light. Since he could not call after her to say what he felt, he got out the poem he had written her a few days ago because they had missed each other on the promenade. When he went to give it to her, she said she would like to hear him read it first. And he did:

Beside the warm spring, there you pass your days.

But that is troubling and unclear.

For since I hold you wholly in my heart,

I cannot fathom that you’re there and here.

“Lovely,” she had said.

And he: “Do you think so?”

And she: “It’s lovely to be addressed like that.”

He’d called her du in the poem, not the formal Sie.

Then she’d said, “We’ll have to miss each other more often.”

Now he sat down at his desk and wrote, “The loveliest of all the loveliest dancers.” And had the pleasant feeling of having outdone himself again.
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