JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE
A LITERARY GENIUS AND A MAN WITH MANY HATS

Goethe Is considered one of the greatest
playwrights, poets and novelists in
German literature. However, he also
worked for many years as a public servant
and minister, conducted geological,
botanical and mineralogical studies, was a
big fan of Italy as well as an avid gardener
and landscaping artist. He managed a
theatre, shaped a whole literary era by
producing some of Germany's greatest
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plays and some of the most influential
novels In European literature, hundreds
of major poems, and more than 12,000
letters. He explored the essence of colour,
acted as a bridge-builder between East
and West and remained a life-long
seeker of the thread that holds the world
together. The German cultural institute is
named after him.
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FRANKFURT - BIRTH AND CHILDHOOD

dance. He also loves to read his way
through his father's 2 000-volume
Ibrary, however.

A recollection of his childhood Is
found In his memoirs titled Poetry
and Truth, which he started to write
at the age of 62 and continued almost
until his death at the age of 82. Just

covering his childhood, adolescence
and early professional years
/00 pages.

took him
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1765 - 1771
LEIPZIG AND STRASBOURG - THE MAKING OF A POET
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Welcome And Farewell

My heart beat fast a horse! away!
Quicrer than thought | am astride,
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Earth now lulled by end of day,

Night hovering on the mountainside.
A robe of mist around him flung,

The oar a towering giant stood

A hundred eyes of jet had sprung
From darrness in the bushy wood.

Atop a hill of cloud the moon

Shed piteous glimmers through the mist,
Softly the wind toor flight, and soon
With horrible wings around me hissed.
Night made a thousand ghouls respire,
Of what [ felt, a thousandth part

My mind, what a consuming fire!

What a glow was in my heart!

include Welcome and Farewell.
These first humble literary works
launch his literary career and are
still well known today Iin Germany,
also as famous songs.

Goethe and Friederike Brion in
Sesenheim, postcard

You | saw, your looR replied.
Your sweet felicity, my own,

My heart was with you, at your side,

| breathed for you, for you alone.
A DIush was there, as If your face
A rosy hue of Spring had caught,
For me-ye gods!-this tenderness!
| hoped, and | deserved it not

Yet soon the morning sun was there,
My heart ah, shrank as leave | tooRr:

How rapturous your Risses were.

| left you stood with downcast eyes,
In tears you saw me riding off:
Yet to be loved, what happiness!
What happiness, ye gods, to love.

What anguish then was in your looR!
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1771-1775

STORM AND STRESS - BECOMING A EUROPEAN CELEBRITY

Juring his first job at the courthouse
in Wetzlar, Goethe writes a book
Which earns him quite a reputation:
the drama Goetz von Berlichingen.
owever, it Is his epistolary novel The
Suffer ings of Young Werther (1775)
‘hat ends up becoming Germany’s
rst International bestseller and
making Goethe really famous. It IS
about an unhappy relationship '“at
ends in suicide, written in a radically
subjective style. This gives rise 1o a
new German literary period: “Sturm
und Drang” (Storm and Stress).

Lotte and Werther, film
still from Young Goethe
in Love!

2010, Germany, director
Philipp Stolzl
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1775 - 1786

OFFICIAL AND SECRET LIVES IN WEIMAR
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Wanderer’s Nightsong (1/80)

O'er all the hilltops
IS quiet now,

In all the treetops
Hearest thou
Hardly a breath;
The birds are asleep In the trees:
Wait, soon like these
Thou too shalt rest.

Fisenach, a small independent duchy that seemed to guide him throughout : e o . O . _
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Friedrich Schiller,
portrait by Ludovike Simanowiz, 1794

Goethe’s stately home at Frauenplan, Weimar

(transl. by Henry W. Longfellow)
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1786 - 1788

THE ITALIAN JOURNEY - A TRIP OF SELF-DISCOVERY

After a decade of office work and with
a great many literary projects left
iIncomplete, Goethe makesamomentous
decision. Without telling his friends
and colleagues, Goethe leaves his new
home town of Weimar, his job and
various liasons behind to seek out
new adventures. Under an assumec
identity, he travels by stagecoach
to many historical sites and studies
the art, nature, geology and botany
of Italy. With new creative vigour he
Writes many poems, drafts dramas, and
brings back hundreds of watercolour
sketches. When he publishes his
account of his “sabbatical” many years
ater, however, he does not mention
1S personal acquaintances along the
way ...

Goethe in the Roman
Campagna, portrait by
Johann Heinrich Wilhelm
Tischbein, 1786/87
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During the next two years he fee
ittle Inclination to return, and tr
Grand Duke of Welmar benevolent
agrees to continue to pay his salary |
IS absence. Goethe grows to becomnr
a great fan of Italy and describes
in @ poem as "the land where lemo
0lossoms bloom / And through dark
eaves the golden oranges glow.” This
journey, a real trip of self-discovery,
of spiritual and sensual reawakening,
eads him from the classical ancient
northern towns to an extended stay
N the capital Rome and even to Vvisit
S|C|\y 't marks his transition to his
“classical period”, including his famous
WOrks Elective Affinities (1809), West-
Eastern Divan (1819) and Faust (1772-
1832).
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Landscape near Rome,
watercolour by Goethe, 1787



1788 - 1832

BECOMING A LIVING ICON, AUTHOR OF FAUST

Faust, Goethe’'s opus magnum, takes him
60 years to complete. However, it became
his masterpiece, dealing with universal
guestions of humankind: responsibility
and greed, knowledge and power, truth
and love, good and evil. The [imitation of
Jman potential Is the driving force that
Mot the restless scholar Faust in all
Nis adventures with his devilish seducer
Mephistopheles and the innocent beauty
Margarethe, enamoured andthenabandoned
OV Faust. Faust famously describes his
fundamental conflict as a battle between

two souls:

)]

))

Two souls, alas! reside within my breast,
and edach s eager for a separation:

in throes of coarse desire, one grips

the earth with all its senses;

the other struggles from the dust

to rise to high ancestral spheres.

Faust part |, verses 1112-17

He refuses to be satisfied with anything
ife has to offer and sells his soul to the
Devil. In the end, however, he comes to
‘ealize how se\"sh his quest for ultimate
experiences has been. There is no salvation
for him. However, Mephisto’'s destructi
evilness cannot prevail, either. Goethe’'s
big question "On what terms is life then
worth living?” is answered: ultimately, we
humans are fully responsible for all our
actions.

Faust I1s a Gesamtrunstwerk (total work of
art), considered a national German treasure
and one of the most important texts of
world literature. It is still relevant today,
as many scholars have pointed out the
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he only merits freedom and existence
Wwho wins them every day anew.
Faust part Il, verses 115/74-76

Mein schOnes Frdulein, darf ich wagen,
Meinen Arm und Geleit lhnen anzutragen ?

Faust and Gretchen, Rotophot postcard,

FAUST
GRETCHEN

around 1905
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1814 - 1819

BUILDING BRIDGES WITH THE WEST-EASTERN DIVAN

Know yourself and In that instant
Know the Other and see therefore
Orient and Occident

Cannot be parted for ever more.

(J. W. v. Goethe, draft of a poem, after
1819)

Goethe becomes interested In the
Middle East and the holy Quran. Ir
1814 he reads a German translatior
of the works (divan) of fourteenth-
century Persian poet Shemseddin
Muhammad, better known as Hafiz,
and finds in him a kindred spirit. He
IS fascinated by oriental poetry ana
philosophy as well as the Qu'ran.

ve vyears later, in 1819, Goethe
oublishes West-oestlicher Divan
(West-Eastern Divan), to build a bridge
between two cultures, pointing out
what we have In common. His idea
IS to “float” between the spheres of
Occident and QOrient, Christianity and
ISlam, mankind’'s earthly existence
and aftef\'fe, poetry and science.

The 12 “"books”™ of poems and
explanatory notes became what
poet Eric Ormsby describes as “a
decisive reconfiguration of German,
and indeed European, poetry”. Goethe
experiments with metamorphoses,
ne wanted to build connections and
{0 overcome boundaries, to explore

possibilities of linki
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West-ostlicher Divan
by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, 1819
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Divan of Hafiz, miniature, Persia, ca. 1533
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