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LESLEY SHARPE

Introduction

Johann Wolfgang Goethe (1749-1832) was the first German writer of un-
questioned European stature. And no other writer of his stature has his range
and diversity. Author at the age of twenty-five of the first German interna-
tional bestseller, Die Leiden des jungen Werther {The Sorrows of Young
Werther), his impact on the literary scene at home and beyond Germany’s
borders was immense. Throughout his long productive life (he finished the
second part of Faust only months before his death in 1832) he continued to
surprise his contemporaries with the freshness and unexpected new departure
of each work. He was a supreme lyric poet who also produced masterpieces
in the genres of drama, prose fiction and verse epic. He was a serious natural
scientist, an art critic and art historian as well as a painter, a chronicler of
his own life and times, a theatre director and actor, a Privy Councillor and
administrator. He conducted a vast international correspondence and was
acquainted and had dealings with many of the prominent political players of
the time. His collected works, the amount known about his life, the amount
written about it and about his works are all huge. While this volume can-
not begin to do justice to its subject, it aims to give the reader approaching
Goethe for the first time some sense of the character of his work, some im-
pression of his achievement, and some awareness of and orientation in the
critical debates that have raged and still rage over aspects of his work and
status.

For Goethe’s dominant position in the world of German letters no longer
seems secure and self-evident. The year 1999 was the 250th anniversary
of his birth on 28 August 1749 in Frankfurt am Main. The small town
of Weimar, where he spent much of his adult life, was European City of
Culture for the year. The huge number of newspaper articles that marked
the anniversary in Germany indicated the complexity of his position and its
history in the cultural life of that country. Like most great canonical authors
of world literature he is little read in his homeland, though his words are
quoted often unawares by his countrymen in their everyday speech. It is
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significant that several journalists supplied chronologies to accompany their
articles, no longer confident that such basic facts would be known to their
readers. Many articles alluded to the diverse and often negative opinions
expressed about him in his lifetime, particularly towards its end, by gifted
and not so gifted contemporaries who criticized not only his literary work
as unapproachable but also his sexual morality, his political conservatism,
his Olympian aloofness, his blindness to new writers of talent. The Goethe
jubilee of 1999 saw a revival of complaints that, far from being the Sage of
Weimar, Goethe was unprincipled, callous, an exploiter of those closest to
him, an emotional cripple — in other words, anything but a role model for
the new millennium. Yet at the same time the very abundance of articles also
bespeaks the huge fascination still exerted by his writing and personality,
the sense one has, now as in his day, of being confronted with extraordinary
intellectual and poetic gifts, gifts that issued in works that still convey with
astonishing perception the experience of men and women in a modern world.

That Goethe today provokes such a variety of responses in Germany, and
among them so much personal criticism, is not just a reaction to the ad-
miration shown the nation’s greatest writer in the past or to the tedium of
school lessons or to the postmodern scepticism about the value traditionally
attached to certain texts (though such factors doubtless play their part). It is
also the product of the peculiar position occupied by Goethe in the German
cultural tradition. For it was Goethe’s fate to become a national icon, to
embody the nation’s cultural aspirations, and thus reception of his work has
always reflected the vicissitudes of German national identity. He lived his
entire life in a Germany that did not exist as a political entity, a nation state,
and would not become one until 1871. The Holy Roman Empire into which
he was born was made up of over three hundred states, ranging from the
large to the tiny. After the abolition of the Empire by Napoleon in 1806 and
the settlement of the Congress of Vienna in 1815 the patchwork of states was
rationalized and simplified but it remained a patchwork, over which Prussia
would eventually attain hegemony. In this situation of political fragmenta-
tion a sense of cultural identity and tradition assumed political significance
as a unifying factor. Those who in the middle decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury promoted political unification and liberalization were often those who
invoked Germany’s literary heritage, in particular Goethe and Schiller, as the
figureheads of the Kulturnation. If self-cultivation (Bildung) was the goal of
the educated German, Goethe was the paradigm of that process and study
of him and his works the means to achieve it.

Goethe had been internationally famous and an object of admiration, in-
deed veneration, for many since he burst onto the literary scene in the 1770s.
He enjoyed extraordinary literary authority throughout his life and towards
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its end was increasingly seen as the embodiment of wisdom. His prestige and
dominance called forth dissenting voices, however, even in his own lifetime,
for example the writers of a younger generation in the 1820s, such as the
liberal critic Ludwig Borne, who saw him as a servant of princes. Moreover,
to many Germans Goethe was a dubious figure as both a pagan and a man
of many love affairs. He was not a writer for the people in the way that his
friend and ally Schiller, whose work seemed to contain clear statements of
liberal and national sentiment, was held to be. Yet Goethe’s status grew in the
nineteenth century, both as a writer and as an exemplary figure. He became
an ideal human being, ‘the genuine and proper embodiment of German art’
(Herman Grimm). By the time unification came in 1871 Goethe was even
linked with Frederick the Great or with Bismarck as one of the founders of
the (now Prussian-led) German nation, in a skilful blending of the political
and cultural aspirations of the prosperous middle classes. His universalism
and cosmopolitanism, it was claimed, had helped the Germans rise above
local patriotism and find their identity in the new nation state. Faust’s land
reclamation project in the second part of Faust was even read as enshrin-
ing a vision of colonial expansion. The pursuit of the cult of Goethe in the
later decades of the nineteenth century also gave rise to much serious Goethe
scholarship and the publication of a great amount of material documenting
aspects of his life and work, but the nationalist strain could often be heard
through it.

The year 1918 brought the collapse of Imperial Germany. The symbolic
importance of Goethe was redefined, however, when the first German re-
public was founded in Weimar. Its leading politicians invoked ‘the spirit of
the great philosophers and poets’ as an inspiration for a nation recovering
from military defeat and in need of a tradition to hold on to (a tradition,
arguably, that tapped into existing bourgeois cultural traditions at a time of
threat from proletarian uprisings). Fifteen years later that republic had been
swept away. Goethe’s cosmopolitan outlook, amongst other things, made
him less exploitable than some writers by the leaders of the Third Reich.
After 1945 Goethe enjoyed a renaissance of popularity in both East and
West Germany. In the East great efforts were made by the new socialist state
to boost its legitimacy by laying claim to the classical tradition (Weimar
itself was in the GDR) and trying to blend it with the official doctrine of
Socialist Realism. The West was glad to turn to him as representative of the
German humanist tradition that had been so devastatingly submerged dur-
ing the Third Reich. In the wake of 1968, however, a new generation looked
with suspicion on those who had survived that regime, rejecting their par-
ents’ cultural norms and questioning their past. The elevation of the Goethe
of the humanist tradition in the Adenauer years seemed more like a way of
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obscuring the guilt of those who had consented to the Nazi regime. As part
of this critical reassessment Goethe’s preeminence was challenged and he too
was subjected to Ideologiekritik as a cultural elitist, political conservative,
servant of princes, perpetuator of his own myth.

The shock was in some ways salutary. Present generations of German
pupils and students grow up largely in ignorance of Goethe’s work. A re-
cent survey of students of German literature at Cologne University found
that some believed Schiller to be a play by Goethe. Yet the fascination still
exerted by this writer is strong and scholarship has continued to flourish.
And while ignorance that would have shocked Germans who grew up in the
1950s is indeed widespread, the liveliness of response by critics and com-
mentators to the recent 250th anniversary is also testimony to the possibility
of a rediscovery of Goethe. As one journalist wrote, Goethe’s work is a
territory much charted and yet unknown, and he went on to express his
delight in discovering the youthful intensity of Goethe’s poetry of the 1820s,
written when the poet was in his 70s. Two major critical editions were com-
pleted in the anniversary year, the Munich edition published by C. H. Beck
and the Frankfurt edition published by the Deutscher Klassiker Verlag. Both
offer significant new research set out in critical apparatuses that are accessi-
bly written. The new version of the Goethe-Handbuch (1996—8) shares this
freshness, accessibility and attractive presentation. Nicholas Boyle’s two vol-
umes of biography (1990-9), published in English and German and covering
the years up to 1803, combine cutting-edge scholarship with an enthralling
introduction to Goethe’s intellectual world as well as to his life and work.

English-speaking readers of Goethe are mostly unaware of the cultural and
political baggage loaded onto the writer and the man. Goethe is preserved as
a canonical writer on many university German courses but has disappeared
from others, many of which have shifted their focus from the eighteenth and
nineteenth to the twentieth century. For many students Goethe must appear
a daunting monolith, a writer of works so numerous, so varied and (in some
cases) so long that it is hard to find a way in. This volume is designed to ease
such problems for it aims, like all the Cambridge Companions, to provide an
overview of the subject and to combine information with critical evaluation
in a sophisticated and yet approachable manner. All contributors have an eye
to the European as well as to the specifically German context. Though they
have been sparing with the traditional apparatus of scholarship, their essays
bring readers up to date with the fruits of recent as well as older scholarship,
while the guide to further reading suggests routes to further study.

The volume begins with two chapters designed to give orientation to those
new to the subject. The first is an introduction to the world in which Goethe
lived, showing how the momentous political changes in Europe impinged



