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Introduction: Schiller and
the New Century

Steven D. Martinson

Lebe mit deinem Jahrbundert,
aber sei nicht sein Geschopf.

The Man and His Life

OHANN CHRISTOPH FRIEDRICH SCHILLER was born to Johann Kaspar

Schiller and Elisabetha Dorothea Kodweiss in Marbach am Neckar on
November 10, 1759. His father served in the Wiirttemberg military as a
lieutenant and medic. Following the Seven Years” War, he was promoted to
the rank of captain and became a recruiting officer. The duchy of Wiirt-
temberg included among its largest cities Stuttgart, Tiibingen, and Lud-
wigsburg. The small city of Marbach lies just northeast of Ludwigsburg on
the Neckar River. The Landeskirche was Evangelical-Lutheran with which
Swabian pietism soon conflicted. Not only that, but the duke, Karl Eugen,
was Catholic, a vestige of which can be seen in the beautifully appointed
chapel in the Ludwigsburg castle itself. The antagonistic confessional
stands of the duke and his protestant subjects formed one of the bases of
the political tension that reverberated throughout the province.

The house in which Friedrich Schiller was born is a short walk uphill
from the best Gasthaus (to this day) in Marbach, the Goldener Lowe. This
is where Johann Kaspar Schiller met his wife-to-be, the innkeeper’s daugh-
ter Elisabetha. When their son was only five years old, the family moved to
Lorch, where they spent the next three years. In the Remstal, young
Schiller had access to the Klosterkirche and cemetery atop the Marienberg,
a small castle, an outlying estate with its colossal walls, and, within an
hour’s walk, the Hohen-Staufen.!

Johann Kaspar Schiller was a restless individual who desired the even
greater education that his son, Friedrich, was to receive and for which
he was grateful. Of Schiller’s mother, Elisabetha Dorothea Kodweiss,
Bernhard Zeller records that she must have been a lively, imaginative, gen-
erous, and pious woman (9). While in Lorch, the family was influenced
strongly by the local pastor, Philipp Ulrich Moser. Schiller would later
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leave a legacy, albeit a problematic one, to him in his first highly successful
drama, Die Riuber (The Robbers, 1781). Under Moser’s instruction,
young Schiller began to master Latin and became familiar with Greek, and
it was through Moser that Schiller would be influenced by Swabian
pietism. In this environment Schiller considered the possibility of becom-
ing a pastor. The seeming ridicule that his attempts at declamation
received, however, may well have dissuaded him from pursuing this path.
Several subsequent experiences, in Stuttgart and Weimar, for example,
confirm that Schiller was not destined to become an actor or a preacher.
(His role as Clavigo in a performance of Goethe’s early work was not well
received, as was evident from the lack of applause and guarded, but audible
laughter.)

In 1766, the Schiller family moved to the court city of Ludwigsburg.
Shortly before their move, Duke Karl Eugen had taken up residence in this
“Swabian Versailles.” Within a short time, the population of Ludwigsburg
doubled in size from five thousand to ten thousand residents. The stage of
the theater within the castle was one of the finest in Germany at the time.
It was unique because it could be opened to the natural environment so
that, among other things, horses could be brought onto the stage, thus
increasing the effect of dramatic and operatic performances. Because of
Friedrich’s exceptional academic success, the duke allowed the young
Schiller to attend the theater with his father on a few occasions. The castle’s
chapel and the many waiting and sitting rooms, together with the spacious
gardens and likeness to the ruins of a medieval castle, contributed to the
splendor of this location, in and around which Schiller spent many of his
formative years.

Despite his parents’ hesitation, the duke insisted that Schiller become
a student at the newly established military Pflanzschule, appropriately
called the “Solitude.” There, the students (called “Eleven”) were expected
to consider the duke their new “father.” After a few years, the Herzogliche
wirttembergische Militirakadmie (est. 1781, later the Herzogliche Karls-
Hohe-Schule), relocated near the castle in Stuttgart.? Duke Karl Eugen
reigned for nearly fifty years (1744-93). The students’ “mother” was the
well-liked Duchess Franziska von Hohenheim, who, at times, counterbal-
anced the actions of her husband, Duke Karl Eugen. Although certainly a
tyrant in an age of absolutism, the duke was capable of exercising what
Goethe would characterize as a certain magnanimity (Zeller, 12). One of
Schiller’s closest friends at the time was Friedrich von Hoven (1759-1838)
with whom he spent a great deal of time. Together, they would write
poetry and study both medicine and philosophy. Von Hoven noted that
the duke had made some big mistakes as a regent, but even greater ones as
a human being (Zeller, 13).

Even before the time of the duke’s funeral, Schiller had come to real-
ize that he had received an excellent education and training (as a future
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military officer) at the Karlsschule. In fact, the medical faculty at the mili-
tary academy was second in Germany only to the faculty at the university
in Gottingen. In its final form, the duke approved the publication of
Schiller’s dissertation, that is, Abschlufiarbeit, on physiology, Uber den
Zusammenhang der tievischen Natur des Menschen wmit seiner geistigen
(Concerning the Connection between the Animal [ Corporeal] and Intel-
lectual Nature of the Human Being, 1780). The Johann Cotta Verlag,
which would eventually become one of the most famous publishing
houses in Germany, published Schiller’s dissertation in 1780. Schiller’s
interest in medicine and his career in writing owed in part to his ill health.
Since birth he had been lanky and sickly. Throughout his life he would
battle a variety of debilitating illnesses. For Schiller, the act of writing
became a therapeutic means of mediating between the demands of the
mind and the needs of the body. His favorite professor at the Karlsschule
was Jakob Friedrich Abel. Abel’s integration of poetry, by Shakespeare
and others, into his lectures on philosophy had a profound impact on
Schiller, as can be seen from his later study of the critical philosophy of
Immanuel Kant and the composition of his own philosophical essays in
the 1790s.3

For the sake of brevity, we will mention only the geographical loca-
tions where Schiller spent the most time and then address briefly his rela-
tionships with the individuals with whom he was most familiar.

The main stations in Schiller’s life following the early years in the
Stuttgart area were Mannheim, Dresden, Jena, and Weimar. Intermediate
stops included the small village of Bauerbach outside Meiningen in
the Thuringian forest and, among other places, Leipzig. In 1785, in
Mannheim, Schiller experienced both success (with Die Rauber) and fail-
ure (with Die Verschwirunyg des Fiesko zu Genua [ The Conspiracy of Fiesco
of Genoa, 1783]). Having received an unexpected and anonymous letter
of appreciation for his work from a number of individuals in Leipzig,
Schiller finally decided to leave his disappointments in Mannheim behind
and travel to Saxony. He wrote: “O meine Seele diirstet nach neuer
Nahrung — nach beflern Menschen — nach Freundschaft, Anhinglichkeit
und Liebe” (quoted from Zeller, 44). It was at this moment that Schiller
also decided to become a poet. The experience was nothing short of liber-
ating. Just outside of Leipzig, in Gohlis, Schiller took up residence in the
home of a farmer named Schneider. His fellow tenant was Georg Joachim
Goschen, one of his future publishers. It was here also that Schiller became
acquainted with Christian Gottfried Korner, who became a lifelong friend.
In the late summer of that year, 1785, Schiller accepted Kérner’s invitation
to travel to Dresden with Kérner’s new bride, Minna Stock, where he
remained until mid-1787. Schiller records that he was never happier. His
euphoria culminated in the writing of the famous poem, “An die Freude”
(Ode to Joy, 1785).
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Seid umschlungen Millionen.

Diesen Kuss der ganzen Welt!

Briider! Uberm Sternenzelt

Muss ein lieber Vater wohnen. (1. 9-12)

And:

Thr stiirzt nieder, Millionen?

Ahnest du den Schopfer, Welt?

Such’ ihn iiber’m Sternenzelt!

Uber Sternen muss er wohnen. (1l. 33-36)

The experiences in Dresden provided Schiller with a sense of direction
and a new view of the world. Hard work was mixed with moments of hap-
piness, but before long he felt physically exhausted, as if nature were col-
lapsing around him. In 1785, while in Dresden, Schiller composed the
novella Der Verbrecher aus verlovener Ebye (The Criminal Out of Lost
Honor, 1786, originally titled Der Verbrecher aus Infamie) and the novel
fragment, Der Geisterseher (The Ghostseer, 1788). The latter work quickly
became one of the most popular of Schiller’s writings in Germany and also
the most widely read of Schiller’s works in America. Both of these writings
are indicative of a kind of existential crisis precipitated by haunting memo-
ries of his days at the Karlsschule, which began to torment the young
writer. To Korner he wrote that he felt the bold tendency of his powers and
the unsuccessful plan of nature, that is, his battle with illness. The one was
caused by the insane method of his education and abortive fate, the latter
of which had the greatest detrimental impact on him. Nonetheless,
between 1785 and 1787 Schiller finished composing one of the world’s
greatest pieces of literature, Dozn Carlos. The romantic content of the piece
is encased by a new-found classical form, which, together, yielded a dra-
matic masterpiece. Here, too, the writer exhibits his concern with politics
and the problem of humanity. The work appeared with Goschen in Leipzig
in the summer of 1787.

In the hope of meeting the famous writer, Johann Wolfgang Goethe,
Schiller left for Weimar in July of the same year. Here he met up with his
Mannheim associate, Charlotte von Kalb, who instructed him in the ways
of the court. Herself on the verge of divorce, von Kalb’s private interests
included attracting Schiller and pursuing an amorous relationship. But he
refused the lady’s advances and expressed his wish not to become involved
with someone for whom he had no feelings. Privately, he considered her to
be uncharitable (“nicht wohltitig”). Discovering that Goethe was in Italy,
Schiller met the acquaintance of Goethe’s first mentor, the folklorist and
theoretician Johann Gottfried Herder, as well as the famous writer and first
(unsuccesstul) tutor of Duke Carl August, Christoph Martin Wieland,
who was well known for his novel, Geschichte des Agathon (The Story of
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Agathon, 1766). In addition to Herder and Wieland, Schiller spent some
time with Duchess Anna Amalia, the mother of Carl August, who had put
Weimar on the cultural map. Although he opposed courtly life, to his sur-
prise Schiller found the occasions at her home in Tiefurt, with its spacious
grounds and the babbling of the Ilm river that winds its way around this
beautiful and peaceful landscape, to be especially enjoyable. Schiller also
became acquainted with the most influential lady of the Weimar court,
Charlotte von Stein. On a side trip to Jena, Schiller first made the acquain-
tance of the philosopher, Karl Leonhard Reinhard, Wieland’s son-in-law,
who first prompted the writer to undertake a close study of the work of
Immanuel Kant. While in Weimar, Schiller, the man, began to come to a
better understanding of himself. The following self-characterization reveals
his propensity for self-critical reflection: “Um nun zu werden, was ich soll
und kann, werde ich besser von mir denken lernen und aufthéren, mich in
meiner eignen Vorstellungsart zu erniedrigen” (quoted from Burschell,
230). It was the beginning of a new phase in Schiller’s life.

In 1789, on Goethe’s recommendation, Schiller became a professor
of history at the university in Jena, where Reinhard was actively professing
the essential attributes and contemporary significance of Kant’s critical
philosophy, albeit from a more independent standpoint. Schiller’s inau-
gural lecture, “Was heifit und zu welchem Ende studiert man Univer-
salgeschichte?” (What Is and to What End Does One Study Universal
History?, 1789), was well received by the four to five hundred atten-
dees. On average, twenty to thirty students attended his lectures, even
though only about half of them paid their tuition. By all accounts,
Schiller was highly regarded by his students. One of them, Johann
Gottfried Gruber, who would himself later become a professor of history,
described Schiller’s physical condition and openness and support. His
portrayal reads, in part: “Mit Freundlichkeit empfing er mich, sein
ganzes Wesen erweckte Vertrauen. Da war nichts von Zuriickhaltung,
nichts von Stolz oder vornehmtuendem Air, er war so offen, so redlich
in allen Auerungen, so ganz nur ein schénes Herz entfaltend, das mir, che
eine Viertelstunde verging, war, als hitten wir uns seit Jahren gekannt”
(Lahnstein, 302).

With a number of important exceptions, including the last several
years of his life, Schiller would struggle financially. Although gifted at writ-
ing books on formidable European events in European history, for exam-
ple, Geschichte des Dreifsigjihrigen Kriegs (History of the Thirty Years’
War, 1791-93), his initial interest in the subject was to earn the money he
needed to sustain himself. Interestingly enough, the work appeared in
installments in the Historischer Kalendar fiir Damen, the commercial
success of which saved both the publisher, Géschen, and the author, who
then received a sizeable reimbursement for his extremely hard work
(Lahnstein, 265-66). Schiller was especially well paid for the essays he



