CHAPTER 14

Goethe’s elegiac sabbatical
Joseph Farrell

Any effort to interpret Goethe’s career according to a single, pre-existing
pattern would obviously be misconceived. Not only was his literary career
a vast, sprawling thing in itself, but it was thoroughly intertwined with
several others, including those of courtier, politician, diplomat, scientist
and artist. Moreover, several of these callings interacted quite directly
with his work as a writer. Even if we focus on Goethe’s literary career in
the narrowest possible sense, we cannot really speak in any simple way
either of continuous Virgilian ascent through ever more elevated genres,
or of Horatian retirement to an aesthetic angulus, or of any other model
derived from the careers of Classical poets as the dominant lens through
which to view Goethe’s experience. And let us admit this at once: the
evidence that Goethe himself modelled his own career upon any of these
patterns is non-existent. In this respect he differs from Petrarch, Spenser,
Marlowe, Milton and other poets who explicitly represent themselves as
fashioning their careers after Virgilian, Horatian and Lucanian proto-
types. All of this might seem to make Goethe an unpromising subject in
the context of career studies.

I take the opposite view. To date, career studies have flourished par-
ticularly in contexts where ingredients such as imperial patronage, epic
pretensions and a strong sense of Classical precedent are found. Bur it is
reasonable to investigate the applicability of the method to other literary
systems, whether contiguous to or widely removed from the homeland.
And it is especially worth trying it on some hard cases. Goethe lived and
worked well after the Renaissance and in a very different literary culeure
from those that obtained for Virgil, Horace, Petrarch, Spenser or Milton.
He lived a different life as well. And yet some of the factors that informed
earlier ages are visible in Goethe’s relationship to princely patronage and
in his distinctive, highly deliberate approach to Classicism, so that it
seems worth looking for at least some common ground. In addition, the
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singular course of his career makes it appealing as limit-case for this sort
of analysis.

In this spirit I propose to examine the Rimische Elegien, one of the
principal literary remains of the period that Goethe spent in Italy from
1786 to 1788, which is widely recognized as a distinct and important
episode in Goethe’s protean career. Accordingly, I consider the epi-
sode as a kind of ‘sabbatical’ in the context of Goethe’s career as a
whole. This is perhaps a departure from the established paths of career
studies, but I hope that my analysis will bear out the validity of the
approach.

Let me begin with a brief syllabus. After surveying the most salient fea-
tures of Goethe’s biography I will summarize what scholars consider the
main results of his Iralian sojourn. I will then turn to my principal text,
the Romische Elegien, first to contrast them with the ltalienische Reise as
a record of Goethe’s Iralian adventures, and then to clucidate their place
in Goethe’s career. In the course of this elucidation, I will have some-
thing to say about the specific Classical models that I believe are behind
Goethe’s self-conception as Roman elegist; and I will conclude with
some observations about one model whose importance seems to me to be
underappreciated.

GOETHE’S EARLY CAREER AND HIS
ITALIAN SOJOURN

When Goethe went to Italy, he had been a major literary figure for over a
decade, having gained precocious prominence with the phenomenal suc-
cess of his novel Die Leiden des jungen Werthers when he was only 25."
Lionized by German literary society as a leader of the Sturm und Drang
movement, and recognized as a figure of European importance, in 1775 —
just a year after the publication of Werther — Goethe made the first of sev-
eral mercurial moves that mark out discrete stages in his unconventional
career. Despite or because of his early success, he found himself at a loose
end.* Some change was necessary, and Goethe was torn between two

* For the general shape of Goethe’s life in the period up to the conclusion of his Italian permanenza,
sec Boyle 1991. The evidence that establishes Goethe’s movements in detail is assembled in Steiger
1982-96. I cite the text of Goethe’s works and letters from the Frankfurt edition (Goethe 1985— ),
cited herein as SW. Translations are my own unless otherwise indicated.

* As he confesses for instance in a letter to C. L. von Knebel dated 14 April 1775: ‘Leben Sie mich? —
Ich! - falle aus einer Verworrenheit in andre.” SW2.1: 446-7 (#363).



258 Joseph Farrell

possibilities: a trip to Italy, which his father advocated and was willing
to finance, and an invitation to join the court of Carl August, the young
Duke of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach. After some hesitation, in November of
1775 Goethe arrived in Weimar.4

This move represents a major reorientation of Goethe’s activities. He
was undoubtedly recruited to Weimar to advance the ruling family’s cul-
tural ambitions in accordance with policies laid down by Carl August’s
mother, the Duchess Anna Amalia’ But his duties there were essentially
bureaucratic. He was for most of his time in Weimar a member of the
privy council, and he served various terms in other capacities — Director
of Mines, Chair of the War and Highways Commissions, and, on an
acting basis, Chancellor of the Exchequer.® These are all posts of major
administrative and even political responsibility, and for over ten years
Goethe devoted himself very successfully to his governmental career. He
did not entirely neglect his literary work: this same decade witnessed the
writing of Wilhelm Meister, Iphigenia and other works, and culminate in
an agreement with the Leipzig publishing house of G. J. Géschen to pub-
lish Goethe’s literary works in an edition of eight volumes’ But it must
be emphasized that this first Weimar period was one in which Goethe’s
literary creativity and also his reputation did suffer. One critic wrote of
him as early as 1781 that ‘he has given what he has given; he is now as
unfruitful for the public as the desert sand’.® And for that matter, the
eight volumes of collected works that were contracted with Géschen in
1786 and eventually published in 1789 consisted of previously published
and unfinished works in about equal proportions. The edition thus had
something of a memorial character, almost as a monument to promise
unfulfilled. Goethe himself was well aware of this interpretation. As he
wrote to Carl August at the end of 1786, “When 1 decided to have my
fragments printed, I regarded myself as dead.”

In response to this awareness that his literary career had stalled, Goethe
made a second decisive move, even more dramatic than the first. After a
lot of preparation that he managed to keep obsessively secret until the last

For Goethe’s evaluation of the alternatives see Boyle 1991: 210.

Letter of C. M. Wieland to F. H. Jacobi, 10 November 1775, in Herwig 1965-1987: 1.167 (#323).
On the character of the court at Weimar see Boyle 1991: 223—9 and, on Anna Amalia, 241; more
controversially, Ghibellino 2007.

Boyle 1991: 251-6. On Goethe’s experience with the mines in particular see further below.

On Goethe’s relations with the Géschen Verlag see Unseld 1996: 34—79.

Cited by Boyle 1991: 391.

‘Da ich mir vornahm meine Fragmente drucken zu lassen, hielt ich mich fiir toz” (letter dated
12 December 1786, SW2.3: 190 (#40)).
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minute, on Tuesday, 24 July 1786 he boarded a coach and quit Weimar for
a vacation in Carlsbad, probably with the intention not of returning but
of going on to a lengthy stay in Italy, as he in fact did.” The trip was even-
tually sanctioned and largely financed by Carl August, though it involved
no official duties whatsoever.”" For most of the next two years Goethe
travelled through much of the peninsula and through Sicily, enjoying
two extended periods of residence in Rome. Then on Tuesday, 24 April
1788, after a series of delicate communications with Carl August, Goethe
boarded the coach that would take him away from Rome — for the last
time, as it turned out — and, after a journey that lasted two months, back
to Weimar.”

The effects of this Italian sojourn on Goethe’s life and art are well
known. Most immediately, after a dozen years as courtier and bureaucrat
in Weimar, the sheer freedom from official duties presented a welcome
opportunity to advance a number of literary projects. Goethe took good
advantage of this. But in some larger sense, the experience reoriented
Goethe’s energies and self-conception towards his true calling. He states
this very clearly in announcing to Carl August his approaching return
from Rome: I can truly say: in these one and a half years of solitude I
have found myself again; but as what? — As an artist!™ Nicholas Boyle’s
interpretation of this remark is convincing:

He is first and foremost an artist — by contrast with any other administrative
tasks to which Carl August may choose, and is welcome, to direct him. Less
politely: Goethe is willing to remain a servant of the state of Weimar, on condi-
tion that the primacy of his ‘artistic’ vocation is acknowledged. And it is his time
in Iraly which has clarified what that vocation is."

So the first point is that Goethe’s Italian journey was a significant,
though not a total, break with his activities of the previous decade or so.
In general terms, it represents a turn away from the bureaucratic career
that he had been following and a return to the life of poet and artist that

“ For the departure from Weimar see Steiger 1982-96: 2.664. It is unclear how definite Goethe’s
plans were even as he arrived in Carlsbad, where he celebrated his birthday with other mem-
bers of the court. Certainly he confided his intentions to no one, even Carl August: see Boyle
1991: 391—7. Goethe begins the ftalienische Reise with his stealthy departure from Carlsbad in the
dead of night on Sunday, 3 September 1788 (/R 13-15; SW1s.1: 11-14).

Boyle 1991: 394. ™ Boyle 1991: 508-9; Steiger 1982—96: 2.664.

5+ ‘Ich darf wohl sagen: ich habe mich in dieser anderthalbjihrigen Einsamkeit selbst wiederge-
funden; aber als was? Als Kunstler!” (letter to Carl August dated 17 March 1788, SW 2.4: 3945
(#164)).

Boyle 1991: 491.
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he had enjoyed before — or even to a closer approximation of the ideal art-
istic life than he had ever previously experienced. At the same time, it was
an officially sanctioned and limited, if indeterminate, leave of absence
from the official duties to which Goethe eventually returned, even if in
modified form. In short, it was a sabbatical, and in every respect a notably
successful one.

But there is an additional point. Biographers are agreed that one cannot
account fully for the significance of Goethe’s Roman permanenza without
understanding certain developments in his personal life as well. It is uni-
versally held that Goethe, at the time of his arrival in Rome, was rather
more inexperienced in sexual matters than one might have expected in a
man of 37 years, and one who had lived for over a decade in the worldly
court of a German prince who fancied himself an expert in this area. In
Weimar, however, this aspect of Goethe’s life was largely absorbed by an
intensely platonic relationship with Charlotte von Stein, who was several
years his senior and the wife of another court official.” In this respect as
well Rome represented a decisive change: it was there that from January
to March of 1788 Goethe had an affair with a young Roman widow and
so, it is generally believed, enjoyed the first experience of real erotic ful-
filment in his life.’ The Romische Elegien, in the style of Classical Roman
elegy, present themselves as the record of this affair. But the elegies were
composed after Goethe’s return to Weimar over a period of several years
during which, crucially, he had begun what was to be a lifelong relation-
ship with Christiane Vulpius.”” This relationship began almost immedi-
ately upon Goethe’s return to Weimar, and the following year Christiane
produced the first of the couple’s five children (and the only one who sur-
vived past infancy). In 1806 they were married and they remained happily
together until Christiane’s death in 1816.

Goethe composed the Rimische Elegien during the first years of his
relationship with Christiane. It was a period during which he tried in a
number of ways to recreate aspects of his Roman sabbatical. The liaison
with Christiane, especially in its initial stages, scems to fit very well into
this pattern. Scholars agree, therefore, that both Goethe’s sexual initi-
ation with his Roman mistress and what was to become his marriage with
Christiane provide the essential biographical context within which the
Rémische Elegien are to be understood. And the effect of this sabbatical

5 Boyle 1991: 256—66; Lavater-Sloman 1960. ' Eissler 1963 2: 988; Boyle 1991: 507.

7 On Christiane see Boyle 1991: 537—40, 570—4 and passim. Goethe’s relationship with her has
been the subject of a number of studies including Klessmann 1993; Damm 1998; Keuthen 1999:
Frithwald 2007.
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was long-lasting: after returning to Weimar, Goethe was able to main-
tain a much better balance between the competing claims of the vita
activa and the vita contemplativa and to reclaim his place of leadership in
European letters.

THE ROMISCHE ELEGIEN AND THE [TALIENISCHE REISE

Anything like a detailed account of the effect that Goethe’s journey had
on his literary output as a whole is well beyond the scope of this paper.’
Our main concern is with two works that were in fact largely written
after the return to Weimar. One is the journal that Goethe kept during
his journey, which was partially revised and ultimately published between
1816 and 1829 under the title /talienische Reise.® The other is the collection
of Rimische Elegien, poems in elegiac couplets that Goethe began writ-
ing in 1788 and started fashioning into a cycle under the working title
‘Erotica Romana’ in 1790 or 1791, publishing them for the first time in
1795.2° Both works provide illuminating, but not totally consistent, per-
spectives on Goethe’s Italian sojourn.

‘The significance of the Elegies is acknowledged by all Goethe special-
ists. As Nicholas Boyle observes, this significance stems in large part from
the appearance within the cycle of features never before seen in Goethe’s
poetry but common thereafter, all of which Boyle relates to a new poetic
self-reflexiveness on Goethe’s part.® Indices of this self-reflexive quality
include frequent references within the poems to their elegiac form; epi-
sodes dramatizing the production of distichs; the poet’s apostrophes to his
verse, in which he addresses the initial line of the distich and its partner
as hexameter and pentameter, respectively.” In a related move, it is clear
that the protagonist of these poems is not merely the generalized T of
Goethe’s previous lyrics, but that he is very emphatically a poet and most
particularly the author of these very elegies.” And this poet-protagonist
regularly draws explicit analogies between his own experience and that of
the ancient love poets, inscribing this analogy within a more general com-
parison between the ancient and modern worlds.** All of these elements

* Some of the more recent work on the subject includes Hoffmeister 1988; Zapperi 1999; N. Miller
2002; Block 2006; Buck 2008.

" The carly publication history of this work is conveniently reviewed by Thomas P. Saine in Goethe
1989: 5—-7.

: Bovle1991: 631-41.  * Boyle 1991: 631-4.  ** RE20.21 (SWr.I: 437); cf. 5.16 (SWv.1: 407).

©RE 5t 15-20 (SW L1 407); 11 (SW L1t 413, 415); 13: 1-36 (SW L.1: 417, 419); 15.31 (SW 1.1: 427).

- RE 3: 7-18 (SW11: 399); 12.9-34 (SWLL: 415, 417): 13.19—-24 (SW1.1: 419); 15 (SW L.1: 425, 427); cf.
Frot. Rom. 17 (SW1.1: 420, 422).
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look forward to ideas that would become still more important in Goethe’s
later work and that would exert a broader influence on European litera-
ture generally. All, in addition, can be easily correlated with analogous
features of Classical Roman love elegy.

The [talienische Reise agrees perfectly with the elegies in making
antiquity a touchstone of Goethe’s experience in Italy and in regarding
poetry as a privileged medium by which to understand Italy as an ancient,
symbolic space. In the elegies, for example, he revels enthusiastically in
the inspirational quality of Rome (RE 5.1—2; SWr.1: 405):

Froh empfind’ ich mich nun auf klassischem Boden begeistert;
Lauter und reizender spricht Vorwelt und Mitwelt zu mir.

Gladly I find myself inspired upon Classical soil; past and present speak to me
more clearly and charmingly.

The Reise offers a fascinating gloss on this form of inspiration. In a fam-
ous early episode of the Jtalienische Reise Goethe visits Lake Garda and
(prompted by his guidebook) quotes Virgil’s beautiful line in which he
addresses the lake (Geo. 2.159):

Fluctibus et fremitu assurgens, Benace, marinis.
And you, Benacus, rising up with roaring waves worthy of the sea

Goethe’s comment is that (7R, entry for 12 September 1786 (SW15.1: 32)

Der erste lateinische Vers, dessen Inhalt lebendig vor mir steht und in dem
Augenblick, da der Wind immer stirker wichst und der See héhere Wellen
gegen die Anfahrt wirft, noch heute so wahr ist als vor vielen Jahrhunderten.
So manches hat sich verindert, noch aber stiirmt der Wind in dem See, dessen
Anblick eine Zeile Vergils noch immer veredelr.

This is the first line of Latin verse whose content has come to life before me, and
which is as true at this moment, when the wind is growing ever stronger and the
lake is casting higher waves against the landing place, as many centuries ago.
Many things have changed, but the wind still churns the lake, and the sight is
still ennobled by a line of Virgil. (Goethe 1989: 28—9)

And without question in the Journey as a whole Classical poets serve as
privileged interpreters of the landscape that Goethe was to explore over
the next two years.” By the same token, in Goethe’s elegiac project ancient
Roman poets were to serve him as guides to the highly charged world of

» In Naples, for instance, Goethe looked back on his earlier visit to Sicily and commented that
what he saw there made the Odyssey live in his eyes for the first time (/R 256 = SW 15.1: 345
(17 May 1787)).
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erotic experience, into which Goethe was initiated along with the other
mysteries of Italy and Rome.

So the similarities between these works are not negligible. But for our
purposes the differences are much more striking. The Romische Elegien
focus solely on Rome while the Reise follows Goethe through the length
and breadth of Italy. In addition, the elegies, which adopt the most salient
conventions of ancient love elegy, are notable for their literary formality
and self-reflexivity, while the talienische Reise gives the appearance of a
diary narrating in real time Goethe’s spiritual and intellectual reawaken-
ing. But the relatively unmediated appearance of the latter work is an illu-
sion. The Reise, it is true, is based largely on letters that Goethe wrote and
received during his Italian sojourn and on a journal that he kept at that
time. But ironically, it is the collection of elegies that was published soon
after the experiences that they purport to describe (even if scholars regard
Goethe’s domestic arrangements in Weimar as being equally important
to his Roman affair as a context for interpreting the poetry); but the pub-
lication of the ltalienische Reise was not complete until twenty-five years
after the fact.*® The end result is more memoir than a diary, and it is
hardly in all respects a careful redaction of the original sources. Of its
three parts, the first two were published in 1816 and 1817 and the third,
which is much less finished than the first two, not until 1829. Altogether,
then, the Rémische Elegien and the Italienische Reise are very different
literary records of ‘the same’ formative experience.

It is true of course that the author of the journal, like the author of
the elegies, is a poet. But in the journal, Goethe the poet is basically
trying to finish off projects to satisfy his publisher back in Germany.”
In the elegies, poetic composition, enthusiastic love-making, and wil-
ful self-fashioning join forces to produce nothing other than the elegies
themselves. Crucially, the Jtalienische Reise makes no reference at all to
the affair that is the subject of the Rimische Elegien. Indeed, it contains
much that is so foreign to the spirit of the elegies that one could wonder
that they are the work of the same author. Conversely, there is nothing in
the Elegien that recalls Goethe’s official duties in Weimar, where he had
been among other things, as I have noted, Minister of Mines. But in the
Italienische Reise Goethe can never visit a place without remarking on its
geological position, its wealth or poverty in mineral resources and so on.*®

* See n. 19 above. " Entry for 8 September 1786 (/R 22 = SW15.1: 24) and passim.
* "The very first entry for 3 September 1986 (IR 13-15 = SW 15.1: 11-12) is almost programmatic in
this regard.
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Goethe was a man of almost limitless intellectual interests, but in this
respect his behaviour seems obsessive, rather like that of the overworked
court functionary that he actually was and almost as if he were unable,
especially in the early stages of his journey, to unwind and begin to enjoy
a long vacation. And even after six months in Italy, during his visit to
Naples — which charms him as it does so many other northern visitors
because it seems the perfect opposite of the cities that they know, and
thus the most quintessentially Italian of places — even then, when he visits
Herculaneum, he cannot keep himself from complaining about the way
the site has been treated (IR, entry for 18 March 1787 (SW15.1: 228):

Jammerschade, daf$ die Ausgrabung nicht durch deutsche Bergleute recht plan-
miflig geschehn; denn gewif ist bei einem zufillig riberischen nachwiihlen
manches edle Altertum vergeudet worden.

A great pity that the excavation was not systematically carried out by German
miners: for certainly the haphazard later digging has wastefully destroyed many
a noble relic of antiquity. (Goethe 1989: 173)

In this as well as other ways the Jmlienische Reise, which represents the
author as being in constant communication with friends back home, con-
nects the two worlds of Weimar and Italy and treats the experience of
life in both places in a more continuous way than do the elegies. The
journal begins by recounting in detail every stage of Goethe’s journey
from Germany to Rome, thus establishing a sense of geographical con-
tinuity. In sharp contrast, the elegies open suddenly with the poet simply
in Rome: how he got there is not important.® In the Reise Goethe takes
with him everywhere many of the same concerns that were typical of his
life in Weimar; in the clegies he cares about nothing other than love.
In these ways it is the elegies much more than the ltalienische Reise that
establish Goethe’s Roman permanenza as the life-altering experience that
critics agree it was.

GOETHE AND THE ELEGIAC CAREER

Several clear indications situate the Romische Elegien within the larger,
sprawling diversity of Goethe’s career as an episode that conforms to what

> The theme of Goethe’s nationality appears at RE 2.28 (SW 1.1: 397), where the poet calls himself a
barbarian conqueror (but cf. 4.32 (SWr.1: 405) where he is the captive); at 7.1-10 (SW1.1: 410-11).
where he contrasts the climate and atmosphere of Rome with that of the north; at 13.5—6 (SW”
1.I: 417), where Love says that he has followed the poct into a foreign country; at 15.9—10 (SW”
1.I: 425), where the poet refers to a coterie of fellow German expatriates.
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