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    This collection brings together Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s principal long-form prose narratives, offering a coherent view of his achievement in the novel and novella. It spans from the early eruption of youthful intensity to the reflective composure of the late work, tracing how Goethe reshaped European storytelling. The selection is not a complete Goethe, nor does it include his poetry, plays, or scientific writings. Rather, it assembles the sustained fictions in which he most deeply tested character, society, and form: the landmark novels, a sequence of novellas and framed tales, and a singular fairy tale that distills his symbolic imagination into a concise, enigmatic narrative mode.

The range of genres on display is unusually broad for a single author. Readers encounter the epistolary novel, the Bildungsroman, the psychological and social novel, the compact novella, the framed story-cycle, and the literary fairy tale. These heterogeneous forms reveal Goethe’s technical versatility: letters create immediacy and moral pressure; embedded tales open reflective distance; travel enlarges perspective; symbols and allegorical figures condense meanings that realism alone cannot carry. Together, these works demonstrate how Goethe varied structure, voice, and scale to investigate formation, vocation, love and duty, the claims of culture, and the laws—natural or social—that seem to govern human lives.

The Sorrows of Young Werther presents a young man whose ardent sensibility collides with social limits. Told in letters, it immerses readers in the immediacy of feeling and the pressures of perception, registering both the allure and the costs of passionate self-assertion. The novel’s early reception made it a pan-European event, and it remains a touchstone for the exploration of subjectivity. Its form heightens intimacy while foregrounding how narrative perspective shapes truth. The work announces themes that resonate throughout Goethe’s prose: desire and restraint, authenticity and role, and the persistent question of how an individual life situates itself within a larger order.

Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship follows a young man seeking a calling amid the attractions and illusions of art and society. As he moves among theatrical circles and domestic arrangements, chance encounters and deliberate choices combine to stage the drama of education. The novel’s innovations—its spacious architecture, openness to digression, and careful orchestration of encounters—helped define the Bildungsroman as a form. It examines how talent, temperament, and circumstance interact, and how self-cultivation requires both experiment and discipline. Without confining its protagonist to a single path, the book probes the many ways a life might be shaped toward meaningful participation in the world.

Wilhelm Meister’s Journeyman Years continues the inquiry at a more mature pitch. Travel, work, and conversation replace youthful self-discovery as primary instruments of formation. The book’s mosaic of episodes and inset narratives models an education through movement and exchange, testing principles against experience. Social and technological modernity enter more prominently, as do projects of reform, charity, and pedagogy. Rather than steering to a single destination, the narrative embraces provisionality and self-limitation, suggesting that adulthood often means learning to accommodate competing goods. In this later vision, Bildung is less a completed state than an ongoing practice enacted in community and labor.

Elective Affinities turns to a domestic circle where the arrival of two guests rearranges attachments and forces questions of responsibility. The novel’s guiding metaphor, drawn from chemistry, proposes patterns of attraction and repulsion that seem to act upon human bonds. Goethe neither reduces persons to formulas nor denies the force of inclination; instead, he examines how design, habit, and chance interact within a carefully managed estate. The result is a lucid and unsettling study of choice and consequence, framed by art, landscape, and ritual. Its controlled style allows readers to feel the pressures of desire while weighing the claims of conscience and form.

Novella; or, A Tale is Goethe’s most concise reflection on the novella as a distinct art. Within a tightly bounded setting, an unexpected occurrence tests the composure of characters and the adequacy of the stories they tell to make sense of it. The work’s economy—its concentration of incident and reduction of distractions—clarifies Goethe’s belief that form can heighten, not mute, the strangeness of reality. Conversation, protocol, and sudden contingency interact in ways that reveal how narrative selects, shapes, and assigns meaning. The result is both a gripping miniature and a lucid poetics of the short prose form.

The Good Women represents Goethe’s turn to smaller canvases where moral tact, perception, and social intelligence come to the fore. In its attention to everyday conduct and reciprocal regard, the piece shows how character is disclosed in ordinary scenes rather than grand crises. The focus on women’s perspectives and the networks of care and obligation surrounding them extends the author’s abiding interest in the relation between individual inclination and communal order. Without program or polemic, the narrative weighs the qualities—judgment, restraint, sympathy—that sustain humane life, and it does so with the poise and discretion characteristic of Goethe’s later prose.

The Recreations of the German Emigrants gathers a circle of displaced persons who pass the time, and steady their spirits, by telling stories. The frame, anchored in conversation and courtesy, hosts a varied suite of tales that range from the anecdotal to the exemplary. This design stages literature’s social function: narrative as hospitality, as a means of preserving civility under pressure. The work expands the collection’s portrait of Goethean form by showing how a community can be constituted, not by doctrine, but by the disciplined exchange of stories that instruct, entertain, and gently recalibrate judgment.

The Green Snake and the Beautiful Lily distills Goethe’s symbolic imagination into an intricately patterned fairy tale. Its figures and transformations suggest processes of mediation, passage, and reconciliation without collapsing into a single decipherable code. Rather than decoding allegory, readers experience how images can carry philosophical reflection in condensed form. The tale complements the more realistic fictions by proposing that certain truths about renewal, alliance, and form become visible only when rendered as myth. In doing so, it points to Goethe’s conviction that poetry and thought illuminate each other most fully when neither is reduced to the other.

Across these diverse works, certain hallmarks recur. Goethe’s prose balances openness to contingency with an architect’s care for proportion. He builds narratives from conversation, encounter, and work; he tests feeling against form; he uses embedded stories to refract the main action, enabling judgment to ripen. Nature and art, science and society, impulse and discipline are not opposites to be canceled but tensions to be arranged. His characters rarely solve problems once and for all; they learn to live with limits, to shape themselves through practice, and to find dignity in participation rather than domination.

The lasting significance of Goethe’s novels and novellas lies in their hospitable intelligence. They create spaces where readers can inhabit different tempos of life—impulse, reflection, experiment, renunciation—without forcing premature closure. The Bildungsroman takes shape here as a form that invites re-reading across a lifetime; the novella emerges as an instrument for registering the singular; the fairy tale shows how images can think. By assembling these works together, the collection enables readers to trace continuities and transformations in Goethe’s art and to recognize how his inquiry into form remains a resource for understanding our own lives.
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    Introduction
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749–1832) stands as a central figure in European letters, a writer whose range encompassed lyric poetry, drama, fiction, aesthetic theory, and natural science. Emerging from the Sturm und Drang generation and maturing into the chief architect of Weimar Classicism, he became a model of cultivated modernity. Among his most influential narrative works are The Sorrows of Young Werther, Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship, Wilhelm Meister’s Journeyman Years, and Elective Affinities. Shorter prose—Novella; or, A Tale and pieces gathered in The Recreations of the German Emigrants, including Green Snake and the Beautiful Lily—extend his experimentation with form, parable, and moral inquiry, consolidating a legacy that reshaped the European novel.
The works represented in this collection trace Goethe’s evolving concerns with self-cultivation, social bonds, ethical choice, and the tension between feeling and form. Werther captured the explosive energies of youthful sensibility; Wilhelm Meister forged the Bildungsroman; Elective Affinities refined psychological and social analysis; and the later tales distilled experience into emblem and parable. Over decades in Weimar—where he combined literary endeavor with public service—Goethe cultivated a classical poise without abandoning experimental curiosity. The arc from early passion to late serenity invites readers to follow a life of inquiry that moves from the personal and confessional to the institutional and symbolic, all while testing narrative’s power to educate and console.
Education and Literary Influences
Goethe was raised in Frankfurt am Main in a milieu of humanistic learning, languages, and the arts. He studied law at Leipzig and later at Strasbourg, where he fulfilled familial expectations while quietly pivoting toward literature and aesthetics. Formal legal studies provided a framework for social observation evident in his fiction, while university life exposed him to classical models, contemporary philosophy, and theater. Drawing lessons from rhetoric and poetics, he practiced drawing and engaged with music, enhancing the interdisciplinary sensibility later visible in narrative scenes that stage performance, spectatorship, and the education of taste.
A decisive intellectual encounter in Strasbourg brought Goethe under the influence of Johann Gottfried Herder, who championed Shakespeare, folk song, and organic conceptions of culture. This meeting intensified Goethe’s interest in authentic expression and living language, crucial to the emotional immediacy of The Sorrows of Young Werther. Shakespeare’s freedom of form emboldened experimental narrative structures, later systematized within the classical balance of Weimar. Classical antiquity and travel strengthened his sense of measure and design, preparing the novelistic architecture of Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship and the moral geometry of Elective Affinities, where decorum and desire are set in poised, unsettling relation.
Philosophy and science also shaped Goethe’s prose. He admired Spinoza’s holistic vision of nature, favored experiential knowledge, and developed his own morphology of plants and animals. His skepticism toward purely analytic systems—famously expressed in debates on optics—encouraged attention to phenomena in their living context. That sensibility informs the chemical metaphor giving Elective Affinities its title and conceptual backbone, and it resonates in the parabolic clarity of Green Snake and the Beautiful Lily. Across the collection, one sees a writer who treats narrative as an instrument for observation: tracing forces, attractions, and resistances as they form character, community, and destiny.
Literary Career
The Sorrows of Young Werther, published in the mid-1770s, made Goethe an international sensation and a spokesman—willing or not—for a generation. Its epistolary form channels the pathos of thwarted love and the friction between individual feeling and social convention. The book’s reception was immediate and intense, spawning fashion imitations and public debate about sensibility and conduct. Although later readers often focus on its notoriety, the novel’s structural intelligence—careful framing, suggestive gaps, and a narrator’s final interventions—already displays the technical control Goethe would refine. Werther’s success propelled him to Weimar, where administrative work and theater leadership coexisted with a deepening literary program.
Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship, developed over many years and issued in the 1790s, offered a new paradigm for European narrative: the Bildungsroman. It follows a young man’s education in and beyond the theater, mapping the formation of taste, judgment, and vocation. Goethe’s handling of episodes, inserted tales, and institutional frameworks broadens personal development into social pedagogy. Critics recognized in it a synthesis of freedom and form: the vitality of experience disciplined by reflective order. The book’s influence, from German letters to the broader European novel, is pervasive, establishing a model for plots that grow by trial, encounter, and measured self-renunciation.
Wilhelm Meister’s Journeyman Years returns to its protagonist in a later life phase, transforming apprenticeship into itinerant testing and service. The narrative is more fragmentary and experimental, weaving travel sketches, embedded stories, and documentary materials. Its watchword is renunciation, not as mere deprivation but as disciplined self-limitation enabling communal life. Networks of learning, work, and care replace the earlier theater as the chief training ground. The book’s unconventional architecture unsettled early readers but has attracted modern admiration for anticipating open, modular forms of the novel and for posing questions about technology, education, and the ethical shape of adulthood.
Elective Affinities, composed in the first decade of the nineteenth century, moves from developmental plots to the moral chemistry of desire. Borrowing language from contemporary science, it examines attractions and resistances within a refined domestic setting. The style is crystalline, the action controlled, the implications disquieting. Goethe tests the limits of freedom against social form, observing how taste, duty, and passion collide without melodrama. Reception was mixed—some found the restraint chilling, others celebrated its precision—but the book steadily gained stature as a pioneering analysis of intimate life, anticipating modern psychological fiction while retaining classical clarity and symbolic depth.
Goethe also cultivated shorter prose forms that distill experience into emblem. The Recreations of the German Emigrants frames conversations among refugees who tell stories to educate and console, culminating in the visionary Green Snake and the Beautiful Lily, a fairy tale of transformation, bridging, and the renewal of community. Late in life he wrote Novella; or, A Tale, a concentrated narrative about art, risk, and ethical testing, which meditates on what a novella should be. The Good Women, a shorter prose piece, explores domestic virtue and social perception. Together these works demonstrate his mastery of parable, concision, and reflective narration.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Goethe’s public career in Weimar shaped his convictions about culture as a civic enterprise. As an administrator and theater director, he promoted repertory discipline, artisanal excellence, and arts education, seeking to balance innovation with form. His aesthetic classicism—favoring measure, clarity, and development—coexisted with a Spinozist reverence for nature’s wholeness. He distrusted dogmatic systems and narrow zeal, preferring cosmopolitan exchange over nationalism. In science he advocated attentive observation and integrative thinking, beliefs that inform the ethical moderation of Elective Affinities and the pedagogical networks of the Wilhelm Meister novels. For Goethe, literature modeled Bildung: the cultivation of faculties necessary for meaningful freedom and communal responsibility.
Final Years & Legacy
Goethe’s later decades in Weimar were marked by editorial labor, scientific studies, and the completion of major projects while mentoring younger writers. He continued refining prose toward aphoristic density, evident in Novella and the concluding tales of his career. He died in Weimar in 1832, leaving an oeuvre that reshaped narrative possibilities. The works in this collection exerted lasting influence: Werther on Romantic sensibility; the Wilhelm Meister novels on the Bildungsroman and modern serial forms; Elective Affinities on psychological realism; and the fairy tale on symbolist and idealist traditions. Across Europe and beyond, Goethe became an exemplar of literary breadth joined to disciplined, humane thought.
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    Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s career spans the late Enlightenment through the age of Revolution and Napoleon into the Restoration, a period when the German lands moved from the fragmented Holy Roman Empire toward modern statehood. The works gathered here, written between the 1770s and late 1820s, are shaped by the cultural shifts from Sturm und Drang to Weimar Classicism and early nineteenth-century Biedermeier sensibilities. Across these decades print culture expanded, universities and journals flourished, and new publics formed in salons and reading societies. Goethe’s positions in Weimar—jurist, administrator, theater director, and scientist—rooted his fiction in lived institutional worlds, while European upheavals forced persistent reflection on education, sociability, and order.

The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774; revised 1787) emerged from the Sturm und Drang moment, when European readers prized unmediated feeling and authenticity. The epistolary form drew on the vogue of Richardson and Rousseau, while the cult of Ossian and sentimental nature scenes signaled contemporary taste. Werther provoked immediate discussion of suicide, morality, and the authority of social norms; some authorities sought to discourage imitative dress and behavior, a sign of the novel’s reach. The book rode a “reading revolution” in the German book market, where circulating libraries and inexpensive editions enabled rapid, pan-European circulation and helped turn Goethe into a literary celebrity.

Werther also reflects the micro-politics of small principalities in the late Holy Roman Empire. In 1772 Goethe spent months in Wetzlar, seat of the Imperial Chamber Court, amid legal clerks, social visits, and provincial hierarchies—milieus familiar to readers of the novel without requiring overt political commentary. Debates about sensibility, class constraint, and the burdens of bureaucratic service resonated in these circles. Contemporary critics and pastors argued over the moral use of literature, turning Werther into evidence in wider disputes about education and the governance of feeling. Its European reception—from London to St. Petersburg—announced the arrival of German prose as a continental force.

Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (1795–1796) belongs to Weimar Classicism and helped define the Bildungsroman, a form linking individual development with cultural institutions. The 1790s German theater reform—associated with figures such as Goethe and Schiller at the Weimar court—made the stage a site of moral education and national cultivation. Expanding postal roads and traveling troupes connected small towns to metropolitan repertoires, while periodicals circulated criticism and theory. The novel’s concern with training, vocation, and the arts reflects late-Enlightenment projects of “Bildung,” which sought harmony between personal cultivation and social usefulness, a program increasingly urgent as Revolution abroad sharpened debates at home about civic participation and hierarchy.

The period also saw a flowering of clubs, reading societies, and learned fraternities—forms of sociability that structured cultural life from Leipzig to Jena and Weimar. Secret or semi-formal associations, including Masonic lodges and pedagogical circles, offered models of guided self-improvement and mutual oversight that fascinated writers. Censorship tightened unevenly after 1792, encouraging indirection and institutional allegory in fiction. Goethe’s own administrative tasks as a Weimar minister, from theater management to mines and roads, supplied technical knowledge about organization, finance, and labor. Such experience lent concreteness to depictions of work, education, and staged spectacle in the Apprenticeship, without reducing art to mere instruction.

Wilhelm Meister’s Journeyman Years (first published 1821; expanded 1829) bears the marks of post-Napoleonic Europe. After 1815, Congress of Vienna settlements restored many dynastic structures, while the Carlsbad Decrees (1819) policed universities and the press. At the same time, proto-industrial change quickened: machine production spread unevenly, rural manufactures reoriented markets, and technical schools experimented with new curricula. The craft guild system and the obligatory “Wanderschaft” for journeymen still shaped mobility, passports, and local economies. Against this backdrop, the novel’s mosaic of travel, instruction, and practical enterprises registers the challenge of coordinating knowledge, labor, and ethics in a continental order wary of political agitation yet compelled by innovation.

Elective Affinities (1809) was written during the Napoleonic wars, when mediatization and administrative rearrangements transformed German territories. The language of chemistry—especially eighteenth-century “affinity” theories associated with Torbern Bergman and the new nomenclature after Lavoisier—circulated widely in popular science. Goethe’s sustained interest in natural inquiry, from mineralogy to plant morphology, made scientific metaphors culturally available to him. The novel’s exploration of marriage, choice, and determinism resonated with contemporary debates over civil law, divorce, and property that accompanied codification projects in Central Europe, even as wartime conditions brought officers, engineers, and surveyors into the orbit of country estates and domestic reform.

Around 1800 Central European elites invested in agricultural modernization, estate management, and landscape design. The English garden, with its orchestrated vistas and engineered waterworks, became a continental fashion, and surveyors laid out roads, parks, and model farms. Philosophies of improvement—physiocratic and cameralist—promoted rational administration of land and household. Such practices supplied the setting and vocabulary for ethically charged conversations about taste, responsibility, and stewardship in Goethe’s fiction. They also mirrored a broader belief that harmonious design could align human conduct with nature’s order, an ideal continuously tested by political contingency and by the strains modernization placed on traditional authority.

The Recreations of the German Emigrants (1795) is framed by the War of the First Coalition. From 1792, fighting and revolutionary legislation set waves of émigrés in motion across the Rhine regions, dislocating noble households and their dependents. Goethe had firsthand experience of the early campaign; in 1792 he accompanied Duke Carl August to France and later published Campagne in Frankreich. The Recreations’ storytelling circle models conversation as social glue under pressure, a cultural response to exile, requisitions, and confiscations that altered everyday life. Set against censorship and anxiety, framed tales offered an acceptable venue for reflection on authority, violence, and the fragility of civil peace.

The fairy tale commonly known as The Green Snake and the Beautiful Lily appeared within the Recreations in 1795, at a moment when the Kunstmärchen—a literary, crafted fairy tale—was gaining prestige. Critics in and around Jena debated symbol and allegory, the moral function of art, and the formation of a German national literature. The tale’s images of transition, bridge-building, and transformation were quickly linked by readers to classicist hopes for reconciliation among divided spheres of life. While interpretations have varied, its timing—amid revolutionary shocks and institutional realignments—helps explain its fascination with thresholds, initiation, and the creation of a new common world through ritual and aesthetic labor.

Novella; or, A Tale (1828) belongs to the Restoration-era culture often labeled Biedermeier, which favored social order, polished manners, and domestic tranquillity under political surveillance. The Carlsbad regime shaped literary life, while fairs, traveling menageries, and popular entertainments exhibited the period’s appetite for controlled spectacle. In that climate Goethe famously characterized the novella as an “unheard-of event that actually occurred,” highlighting probability and singularity. The piece’s small-state setting, attention to protocol, and fascination with risk contained by authority speak to early nineteenth-century governance in the German principalities, which prized regulation even as novelty and technological display drew eager crowds.

The Good Women, a shorter prose work from Goethe’s classicist-late period, engages a landscape of debate over female education, domestic authority, and marital ethics that intensified around 1800. Conduct literature, journals, and salon culture promoted varied ideals of virtue and sociability for women of the educated middle class. At the legal level, codifications such as the Prussian Allgemeines Landrecht (1794), the Austrian ABGB (1811), and the spread of the Code civil in parts of western and southern Germany framed questions of guardianship and property. Goethe’s narratives register these shifting norms, tracing how reputation, prudence, and sympathy operate within households under the gaze of both law and custom.

Travel, apprenticeship, and work recur across the collection because mobility and training structured German social life. The craft system required many artisans to undertake a Wanderschaft after apprenticeship, moving from town to town to master techniques and earn credentials. This itinerancy was regulated by passports, guild statutes, and hostel networks, and it intersected with the expansion of postal roads and coaching services. The world of itinerant actors, merchants, and journeymen connected provincial readers to a larger cultural economy. Goethe’s sustained attention to stages, workshops, and classrooms reflects how institutions of practical learning mediated aspirations for advancement in a stratified, rapidly integrating Europe.

Religion in these decades featured a complex mix of Protestant Pietism, Enlightened reform, and Catholic revival. Autobiographical spiritual narratives circulated alongside philosophical critiques of dogma. Goethe’s milieu in Thuringia and Saxony engaged with these conversations, and his circle at Jena discussed the ethical dimensions of art and faith. Within this cultural field, the tension between inward devotion and worldly vocation became a central problem of modern life. Readers of Goethe’s fiction could recognize devotional language, scriptural allusion, and moral casuistry as part of broader disputes over tolerance, enthusiasm, and the accommodation of religious sensibility to civil society.

The German book trade and university system amplified these debates. Leipzig remained a hub for the fair and distribution; Jena, near Weimar, drew thinkers such as Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel in the 1790s and early 1800s. Periodicals like Die Horen and the Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung reviewed and contested new works. Goethe edited journals, cultivated translators, and oversaw theater repertoires, positioning him at the junction of authorship and institution. Scientific controversies—from his critique of Newtonian optics to his morphological studies—shaped the intellectual horizon of readers, preparing them to meet in fiction metaphors and examples drawn from laboratories, collections, botanical gardens, and technical workshops.

Political events left direct traces on the reception of these works. Werther sparked a European conversation; rulers and pastors cited it positively or critically, and a generation of readers imitated its styles. Napoleon famously discussed Werther with Goethe at Erfurt in 1808. The Apprenticeship shaped the very notion of a Bildungsroman for nineteenth-century novelists. After 1815, tightened censorship encouraged authors to embed social critique in seemingly nonpolitical genres—tales, family novels, and travel episodes—strategies visible in late Goethe. The collection thus records how literature navigated between surveillance and the desire to represent change honestly.

Technological and administrative modernization also reconfigured everyday experience. Standardized weights and measures, surveys, canals, and early steam experiments altered the sense of time, distance, and resource. While heavy industry arrived later in many German regions, proto-industrial textile production and mining reforms were well underway during Goethe’s tenure in Weimar, where he inspected mines and oversaw infrastructural projects. Such developments inform depictions of estate improvement, workshops, and the cultural authority of engineers and overseers. The fiction neither simply celebrates nor rejects modernization; instead it registers the pressures modernization placed on education, household economies, and the ideal of harmonious cultivation promoted by classicism. The narrators’ composure often masks deep structural strain, itself historically legible.
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    Early Novels: Werther and Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship
The Sorrows of Young Werther presents a young outsider whose intense attachment clashes with social limits, charting the rise of feeling into crisis through intimate letters. Wilhelm Meister's Apprenticeship follows an inquisitive protagonist from the allure of the theater toward broader self-formation, as encounters and mentors redirect his ambitions toward a balance of art, usefulness, and ethical responsibility. Together they trace Goethe's development from stormy subjectivity to a more spacious, ironic classicism, establishing recurring concerns with vocation, self-cultivation, and the claims of society.
Wilhelm Meister's Journeyman Years
This continuation resumes Wilhelm's development as travel, work, and family obligations disperse grand designs into concrete tasks and relationships. Composed through letters, episodes, and inset tales, it tests educational ideals and reformist hopes against the contingencies of everyday life, emphasizing self-limitation and mutual service. The tone is exploratory and mature, extending the Bildungsroman into a networked world of practical experiments and provisional harmonies.
Elective Affinities
A settled couple receives two companions whose presence, under a chemical metaphor for attraction, pressures vows, duty, and carefully planned environments. Landscapes, houses, and projects reflect an exacting moral geometry whose clarity both orders and unsettles. The novel's calm surface and measured prose frame questions of freedom, inevitability, and consequence without prescribing easy resolutions.
Later Short Prose: The Good Women; Novella; or, A Tale
These compact narratives stage exemplary incidents in domestic and civic life, where characters—especially women—negotiate loyalty, reputation, and the demands of conscience. The Good Women offers finely observed situations that test generosity and judgment, while Novella; or, A Tale reflects on the very nature of the novella through a poised account of a perilous disturbance and the composed responses it elicits. The tone is classical and lucid, favoring moral clarity achieved through restraint and tact rather than sensational turns.
The Recreations of the German Emigrants (including The Green Snake and the Beautiful Lily)
Set among displaced companions, The Recreations of the German Emigrants interweaves conversations with diverse tales to restore community through storytelling. Within it, the fairy tale The Green Snake and the Beautiful Lily unfolds a symbolic passage from division to union, casting bridges, lights, and metamorphoses as images of inner transformation and civic renewal. The cycle blends realism and allegory, showing Goethe's interest in how narrative itself educates feeling and imagination.
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  I have carefully collected whatever I have been able to learn of the story of poor Werther, and here present it to you, knowing that you will thank me for it. To his spirit and character you cannot refuse your admiration and love: to his fate you will not deny your tears.


  And thou, good soul, who sufferest the same distress as he endured once, draw comfort from his sorrows; and let this little book be thy friend, if, owing to fortune or through thine own fault, thou canst not find a dearer companion.


Book I.
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May 4.

How happy I am that I am gone[1q]! My dear friend, what a thing is the heart of man! To leave you, from whom I have been inseparable, whom I love so dearly, and yet to feel happy! I know you will forgive me. Have not other attachments been specially appointed by fate to torment a head like mine? Poor Leonora! and yet I was not to blame. Was it my fault, that, whilst the peculiar charms of her sister afforded me an agreeable entertainment, a passion for me was engendered in her feeble heart? And yet am I wholly blameless? Did I not encourage her emotions? Did I not feel charmed at those truly genuine expressions of nature, which, though but little mirthful in reality, so often amused us? Did I not — but oh! what is man, that he dares so to accuse himself? My dear friend I promise you I will improve; I will no longer, as has ever been my habit, continue to ruminate on every petty vexation which fortune may dispense; I will enjoy the present, and the past shall be for me the past. No doubt you are right, my best of friends, there would be far less suffering amongst mankind, if men — and God knows why they are so fashioned — did not employ their imaginations so assiduously in recalling the memory of past sorrow, instead of bearing their present lot with equanimity. Be kind enough to inform my mother that I shall attend to her business to the best of my ability, and shall give her the earliest information about it. I have seen my aunt, and find that she is very far from being the disagreeable person our friends allege her to be. She is a lively, cheerful woman, with the best of hearts. I explained to her my mother’s wrongs with regard to that part of her portion which has been withheld from her. She told me the motives and reasons of her own conduct, and the terms on which she is willing to give up the whole, and to do more than we have asked. In short, I cannot write further upon this subject at present; only assure my mother that all will go on well. And I have again observed, my dear friend, in this trifling affair, that misunderstandings and neglect occasion more mischief in the world than even malice and wickedness. At all events, the two latter are of less frequent occurrence.

In other respects I am very well off here. Solitude in this terrestrial paradise is a genial balm to my mind, and the young spring cheers with its bounteous promises my oftentimes misgiving heart. Every tree, every bush, is full of flowers; and one might wish himself transformed into a butterfly, to float about in this ocean of perfume, and find his whole existence in it.

The town itself is disagreeable; but then, all around, you find an inexpressible beauty of nature. This induced the late Count M to lay out a garden on one of the sloping hills which here intersect each other with the most charming variety, and form the most lovely valleys. The garden is simple; and it is easy to perceive, even upon your first entrance, that the plan was not designed by a scientific gardener, but by a man who wished to give himself up here to the enjoyment of his own sensitive heart. Many a tear have I already shed to the memory of its departed master in a summer-house which is now reduced to ruins, but was his favourite resort, and now is mine. I shall soon be master of the place. The gardener has become attached to me within the last few days, and he will lose nothing thereby.

May 10.

A wonderful serenity has taken possession of my entire soul, like these sweet mornings of spring which I enjoy with my whole heart. I am alone, and feel the charm of existence in this spot, which was created for the bliss of souls like mine. I am so happy, my dear friend, so absorbed in the exquisite sense of mere tranquil existence, that I neglect my talents. I should be incapable of drawing a single stroke at the present moment; and yet I feel that I never was a greater artist than now. When, while the lovely valley teems with vapour around me, and the meridian sun strikes the upper surface of the impenetrable foliage of my trees, and but a few stray gleams steal into the inner sanctuary, I throw myself down among the tall grass by the trickling stream; and, as I lie close to the earth, a thousand unknown plants are noticed by me: when I hear the buzz of the little world among the stalks, and grow familiar with the countless indescribable forms of the insects and flies, then I feel the presence of the Almighty, who formed us in his own image, and the breath of that universal love which bears and sustains us, as it floats around us in an eternity of bliss; and then, my friend, when darkness overspreads my eyes, and heaven and earth seem to dwell in my soul and absorb its power, like the form of a beloved mistress, then I often think with longing, Oh, would I could describe these conceptions, could impress upon paper all that is living so full and warm within me, that it might be the mirror of my soul, as my soul is the mirror of the infinite God! O my friend — but it is too much for my strength — I sink under the weight of the splendour of these visions!

May 12.

I know not whether some deceitful spirits haunt this spot, or whether it be the warm, celestial fancy in my own heart which makes everything around me seem like paradise. In front of the house is a fountain — a fountain to which I am bound by a charm like Melusina and her sisters. Descending a gentle slope, you come to an arch, where, some twenty steps lower down, water of the clearest crystal gushes from the marble rock. The narrow wall which encloses it above, the tall trees which encircle the spot, and the coolness of the place itself — everything imparts a pleasant but sublime impression. Not a day passes on which I do not spend an hour there. The young maidens come from the town to fetch water — innocent and necessary employment, and formerly the occupation of the daughters of kings. As I take my rest there, the idea of the old patriarchal life is awakened around me. I see them, our old ancestors, how they formed their friendships and contracted alliances at the fountain-side; and I feel how fountains and streams were guarded by beneficent spirits. He who is a stranger to these sensations has never really enjoyed cool repose at the side of a fountain after the fatigue of a weary summer day.

May 13.

You ask if you shall send me books. My dear friend, I beseech you, for the love of God, relieve me from such a yoke! I need no more to be guided, agitated, heated. My heart ferments sufficiently of itself. I want strains to lull me, and I find them to perfection in my Homer. Often do I strive to allay the burning fever of my blood; and you have never witnessed anything so unsteady, so uncertain, as my heart. But need I confess this to you, my dear friend, who have so often endured the anguish of witnessing my sudden transitions from sorrow to immoderate joy, and from sweet melancholy to violent passions? I treat my poor heart like a sick child, and gratify its every fancy. Do not mention this again: there are people who would censure me for it.

May 15.

The common people of the place know me already, and love me, particularly the children. When at first I associated with them, and inquired in a friendly tone about their various trifles, some fancied that I wished to ridicule them, and turned from me in exceeding ill-humour. I did not allow that circumstance to grieve me: I only felt most keenly what I have often before observed. Persons who can claim a certain rank keep themselves coldly aloof from the common people, as though they feared to lose their importance by the contact; whilst wanton idlers, and such as are prone to bad joking, affect to descend to their level, only to make the poor people feel their impertinence all the more keenly.

I know very well that we are not all equal, nor can be so; but it is my opinion that he who avoids the common people, in order not to lose their respect, is as much to blame as a coward who hides himself from his enemy because he fears defeat.

The other day I went to the fountain, and found a young servant-girl, who had set her pitcher on the lowest step, and looked around to see if one of her companions was approaching to place it on her head. I ran down, and looked at her. “Shall I help you, pretty lass?” said I. She blushed deeply. “Oh, sir!” she exclaimed. “No ceremony!” I replied. She adjusted her head-gear, and I helped her. She thanked me, and ascended the steps.

May 17

I have made all sorts of acquaintances, but have as yet found no society. I know not what attraction I possess for the people, so many of them like me, and attach themselves to me; and then I feel sorry when the road we pursue together goes only a short distance. If you inquire what the people are like here, I must answer, “The same as everywhere.” The human race is but a monotonous affair. Most of them labour the greater part of their time for mere subsistence; and the scanty portion of freedom which remains to them so troubles them that they use every exertion to get rid of it. Oh, the destiny of man!

But they are a right good sort of people. If I occasionally forget myself, and take part in the innocent pleasures which are not yet forbidden to the peasantry, and enjoy myself, for instance, with genuine freedom and sincerity, round a well-covered table, or arrange an excursion or a dance opportunely, and so forth, all this produces a good effect upon my disposition; only I must forget that there lie dormant within me so many other qualities which moulder uselessly, and which I am obliged to keep carefully concealed. Ah! this thought affects my spirits fearfully. And yet to be misunderstood is the fate of the like of us.

Alas, that the friend of my youth is gone! Alas, that I ever knew her! I might say to myself, “You are a dreamer to seek what is not to be found here below.” But she has been mine. I have possessed that heart, that noble soul, in whose presence I seemed to be more than I really was, because I was all that I could be. Good heavens! did then a single power of my soul remain unexercised? In her presence could I not display, to its full extent, that mysterious feeling with which my heart embraces nature? Was not our intercourse a perpetual web of the finest emotions, of the keenest wit, the varieties of which, even in their very eccentricity, bore the stamp of genius? Alas! the few years by which she was my senior brought her to the grave before me. Never can I forget her firm mind or her heavenly patience.

A few days ago I met a certain young V — a frank, open fellow, with a most pleasing countenance. He has just left the university, does not deem himself overwise, but believes he knows more than other people. He has worked hard, as I can perceive from many circumstances, and, in short, possesses a large stock of information. When he heard that I am drawing a good deal, and that I know Greek (two wonderful things for this part of the country), he came to see me, and displayed his whole store of learning, from Batteaux to Wood, from De Piles to Winkelmann: he assured me he had read through the first part of Sultzer’s theory, and also possessed a manuscript of Heyne’s work on the study of the antique. I allowed it all to pass.

I have become acquainted, also, with a very worthy person, the district judge, a frank and open-hearted man. I am told it is a most delightful thing to see him in the midst of his children, of whom he has nine. His eldest daughter especially is highly spoken of. He has invited me to go and see him, and I intend to do so on the first opportunity. He lives at one of the royal hunting-lodges, which can be reached from here in an hour and a half by walking, and which he obtained leave to inhabit after the loss of his wife, as it is so painful to him to reside in town and at the court.

There have also come in my way a few other originals of a questionable sort, who are in all respects undesirable, and most intolerable in their demonstration of friendship. Good-bye. This letter will please you: it is quite historical.

May 22.

That the life of man is but a dream, many a man has surmised heretofore; and I, too, am everywhere pursued by this feeling. When I consider the narrow limits within which our active and inquiring faculties are confined; when I see how all our energies are wasted in providing for mere necessities, which again have no further end than to prolong a wretched existence; and then that all our satisfaction concerning certain subjects of investigation ends in nothing better than a passive resignation, whilst we amuse ourselves painting our prison-walls with bright figures and brilliant landscapes — when I consider all this, Wilhelm, I am silent. I examine my own being, and find there a world, but a world rather of imagination and dim desires, than of distinctness and living power. Then everything swims before my senses, and I smile and dream while pursuing my way through the world.

All learned professors and doctors are agreed that children do not comprehend the cause of their desires; but that the grown-up should wander about this earth like children, without knowing whence they come, or whither they go, influenced as little by fixed motives, but guided like them by biscuits, sugar-plums, and the rod — this is what nobody is willing to acknowledge; and yet I think it is palpable.

I know what you will say in reply; for I am ready to admit that they are happiest, who, like children, amuse themselves with their playthings, dress and undress their dolls, and attentively watch the cupboard, where mamma has locked up her sweet things, and, when at last they get a delicious morsel, eat it greedily, and exclaim, “More!” These are certainly happy beings; but others also are objects of envy, who dignify their paltry employments, and sometimes even their passions, with pompous titles, representing them to mankind as gigantic achievements performed for their welfare and glory. But the man who humbly acknowledges the vanity of all this, who observes with what pleasure the thriving citizen converts his little garden into a paradise, and how patiently even the poor man pursues his weary way under his burden, and how all wish equally to behold the light of the sun a little longer — yes, such a man is at peace, and creates his own world within himself; and he is also happy, because he is a man. And then, however limited his sphere, he still preserves in his bosom the sweet feeling of liberty, and knows that he can quit his prison whenever he likes.

May 26.

You know of old my ways of settling anywhere, of selecting a little cottage in some cosy spot, and of putting up in it with every inconvenience. Here, too, I have discovered such a snug, comfortable place, which possesses peculiar charms for me.

About a league from the town is a place called Walheim. (The reader need not take the trouble to look for the place thus designated. We have found it necessary to change the names given in the original.) It is delightfully situated on the side of a hill; and, by proceeding along one of the footpaths which lead out of the village, you can have a view of the whole valley. A good old woman lives there, who keeps a small inn. She sells wine, beer, and coffee, and is cheerful and pleasant notwithstanding her age. The chief charm of this spot consists in two linden-trees, spreading their enormous branches over the little green before the church, which is entirely surrounded by peasants’ cottages, barns, and homesteads. I have seldom seen a place so retired and peaceable; and there often have my table and chair brought out from the little inn, and drink my coffee there, and read my Homer. Accident brought me to the spot one fine afternoon, and I found it perfectly deserted. Everybody was in the fields except a little boy about four years of age, who was sitting on the ground, and held between his knees a child about six months old: he pressed it to his bosom with both arms, which thus formed a sort of arm-chair; and, notwithstanding the liveliness which sparkled in its black eyes, it remained perfectly still. The sight charmed me. I sat down upon a plough opposite, and sketched with great delight this little picture of brotherly tenderness. I added the neighbouring hedge, the barn-door, and some broken cart-wheels, just as they happened to lie; and I found in about an hour that I had made a very correct and interesting drawing, without putting in the slightest thing of my own. This confirmed me in my resolution of adhering, for the future, entirely to nature. She alone is inexhaustible, and capable of forming the greatest masters. Much may be alleged in favour of rules, as much may be likewise advanced in favour of the laws of society: an artist formed upon them will never produce anything absolutely bad or disgusting; as a man who observes the laws, and obeys decorum, can never be an absolutely intolerable neighbour, nor a decided villain: but yet, say what you will of rules, they destroy the genuine feeling of nature, as well as its true expression. Do not tell me “that this is too hard, that they only restrain and prune superfluous branches, etc.” My good friend, I will illustrate this by an analogy. These things resemble love. A warmhearted youth becomes strongly attached to a maiden: he spends every hour of the day in her company, wears out his health, and lavishes his fortune, to afford continual proof that he is wholly devoted to her. Then comes a man of the world, a man of place and respectability, and addresses him thus: “My good young friend, love is natural; but you must love within bounds. Divide your time: devote a portion to business, and give the hours of recreation to your mistress. Calculate your fortune; and out of the superfluity you may make her a present, only not too often — on her birthday, and such occasions.” Pursuing this advice, he may become a useful member of society, and I should advise every prince to give him an appointment; but it is all up with his love, and with his genius if he be an artist. O my friend! why is it that the torrent of genius so seldom bursts forth, so seldom rolls in full-flowing stream, overwhelming your astounded soul? Because, on either side of this stream, cold and respectable persons have taken up their abodes, and, forsooth, their summer-houses and tulip-beds would suffer from the torrent; wherefore they dig trenches, and raise embankments betimes, in order to avert the impending danger.

May 27.

I find I have fallen into raptures, declamation, and similes, and have forgotten, in consequence, to tell you what became of the children. Absorbed in my artistic contemplations, which I briefly described in my letter of yesterday, I continued sitting on the plough for two hours. Toward evening a young woman, with a basket on her arm, came running toward the children, who had not moved all that time. She exclaimed from a distance, “You are a good boy, Philip!” She gave me greeting: I returned it, rose, and approached her. I inquired if she were the mother of those pretty children. “Yes,” she said; and, giving the eldest a piece of bread, she took the little one in her arms and kissed it with a mother’s tenderness. “I left my child in Philip’s care,” she said, “whilst I went into the town with my eldest boy to buy some wheaten bread, some sugar, and an earthen pot.” I saw the various articles in the basket, from which the cover had fallen. “I shall make some broth to-night for my little Hans (which was the name of the youngest): that wild fellow, the big one, broke my pot yesterday, whilst he was scrambling with Philip for what remained of the contents.” I inquired for the eldest; and she had scarcely time to tell me that he was driving a couple of geese home from the meadow, when he ran up, and handed Philip an osier-twig. I talked a little longer with the woman, and found that she was the daughter of the schoolmaster, and that her husband was gone on a journey into Switzerland for some money a relation had left him. “They wanted to cheat him,” she said, “and would not answer his letters; so he is gone there himself. I hope he has met with no accident, as I have heard nothing of him since his departure.” I left the woman, with regret, giving each of the children a kreutzer, with an additional one for the youngest, to buy some wheaten bread for his broth when she went to town next; and so we parted. I assure you, my dear friend, when my thoughts are all in tumult, the sight of such a creature as this tranquillises my disturbed mind. She moves in a happy thoughtlessness within the confined circle of her existence; she supplies her wants from day to day; and, when she sees the leaves fall, they raise no other idea in her mind than that winter is approaching. Since that time I have gone out there frequently. The children have become quite familiar with me; and each gets a lump of sugar when I drink my coffee, and they share my milk and bread and butter in the evening. They always receive their kreutzer on Sundays, for the good woman has orders to give it to them when I do not go there after evening service. They are quite at home with me, tell me everything; and I am particularly amused with observing their tempers, and the simplicity of their behaviour, when some of the other village children are assembled with them.

It has given me a deal of trouble to satisfy the anxiety of the mother, lest (as she says) “they should inconvenience the gentleman.”

May 30.

What I have lately said of painting is equally true with respect to poetry. It is only necessary for us to know what is really excellent, and venture to give it expression; and that is saying much in few words. To-day I have had a scene, which, if literally related, would, make the most beautiful idyl in the world. But why should I talk of poetry and scenes and idyls? Can we never take pleasure in nature without having recourse to art?

If you expect anything grand or magnificent from this introduction, you will be sadly mistaken. It relates merely to a peasant-lad, who has excited in me the warmest interest. As usual, I shall tell my story badly; and you, as usual, will think me extravagant. It is Walheim once more — always Walheim — which produces these wonderful phenomena.

A party had assembled outside the house under the linden-trees, to drink coffee. The company did not exactly please me; and, under one pretext or another, I lingered behind.

A peasant came from an adjoining house, and set to work arranging some part of the same plough which I had lately sketched. His appearance pleased me; and I spoke to him, inquired about his circumstances, made his acquaintance, and, as is my wont with persons of that class, was soon admitted into his confidence. He said he was in the service of a young widow, who set great store by him. He spoke so much of his mistress, and praised her so extravagantly, that I could soon see he was desperately in love with her. “She is no longer young,” he said: “and she was treated so badly by her former husband that she does not mean to marry again.” From his account it was so evident what incomparable charms she possessed for him, and how ardently he wished she would select him to extinguish the recollection of her first husband’s misconduct, that I should have to repeat his own words in order to describe the depth of the poor fellow’s attachment, truth, and devotion. It would, in fact, require the gifts of a great poet to convey the expression of his features, the harmony of his voice, and the heavenly fire of his eye. No words can portray the tenderness of his every movement and of every feature: no effort of mine could do justice to the scene. His alarm lest I should misconceive his position with regard to his mistress, or question the propriety of her conduct, touched me particularly. The charming manner with which he described her form and person, which, without possessing the graces of youth, won and attached him to her, is inexpressible, and must be left to the imagination. I have never in my life witnessed or fancied or conceived the possibility of such intense devotion, such ardent affections, united with so much purity. Do not blame me if I say that the recollection of this innocence and truth is deeply impressed upon my very soul; that this picture of fidelity and tenderness haunts me everywhere; and that my own heart, as though enkindled by the flame, glows and burns within me.

I mean now to try and see her as soon as I can: or perhaps, on second thoughts, I had better not; it is better I should behold her through the eyes of her lover. To my sight, perhaps, she would not appear as she now stands before me; and why should I destroy so sweet a picture?

June 16.

“Why do I not write to you?” You lay claim to learning, and ask such a question. You should have guessed that I am well — that is to say — in a word, I have made an acquaintance who has won my heart: I have — I know not.

To give you a regular account of the manner in which I have become acquainted with the most amiable of women would be a difficult task. I am a happy and contented mortal, but a poor historian.

An angel! Nonsense! Everybody so describes his mistress; and yet I find it impossible to tell you how perfect she is, or why she is so perfect: suffice it to say she has captivated all my senses.

So much simplicity with so much understanding — so mild, and yet so resolute — a mind so placid, and a life so active.

But all this is ugly balderdash, which expresses not a single character nor feature. Some other time — but no, not some other time, now, this very instant, will I tell you all about it. Now or never. Well, between ourselves, since I commenced my letter, I have been three times on the point of throwing down my pen, of ordering my horse, and riding out. And yet I vowed this morning that I would not ride today, and yet every moment I am rushing to the window to see how high the sun is.

I could not restrain myself — go to her I must. I have just returned, Wilhelm; and whilst I am taking supper I will write to you. What a delight it was for my soul to see her in the midst of her dear, beautiful children — eight brothers and sisters!

But, if I proceed thus, you will be no wiser at the end of my letter than you were at the beginning. Attend, then, and I will compel myself to give you the details.

I mentioned to you the other day that I had become acquainted with S — the district judge, and that he had invited me to go and visit him in his retirement, or rather in his little kingdom. But I neglected going, and perhaps should never have gone, if chance had not discovered to me the treasure which lay concealed in that retired spot. Some of our young people had proposed giving a ball in the country, at which I consented to be present. I offered my hand for the evening to a pretty and agreeable, but rather commonplace, sort of girl from the immediate neighbourhood; and it was agreed that I should engage a carriage, and call upon Charlotte, with my partner and her aunt, to convey them to the ball. My companion informed me, as we drove along through the park to the hunting-lodge, that I should make the acquaintance of a very charming young lady. “Take care,” added the aunt, “that you do not lose your heart.” “Why?” said I. “Because she is already engaged to a very worthy man,” she replied, “who is gone to settle his affairs upon the death of his father, and will succeed to a very considerable inheritance.” This information possessed no interest for me. When we arrived at the gate, the sun was setting behind the tops of the mountains. The atmosphere was heavy; and the ladies expressed their fears of an approaching storm, as masses of low black clouds were gathering in the horizon. I relieved their anxieties by pretending to be weather-wise, although I myself had some apprehensions lest our pleasure should be interrupted.

I alighted; and a maid came to the door, and requested us to wait a moment for her mistress. I walked across the court to a well-built house, and, ascending the flight of steps in front, opened the door, and saw before me the most charming spectacle I had ever witnessed. Six children, from eleven to two years old, were running about the hall, and surrounding a lady of middle height, with a lovely figure, dressed in a robe of simple white, trimmed with pink ribbons. She was holding a rye loaf in her hand, and was cutting slices for the little ones all around, in proportion to their age and appetite. She performed her task in a graceful and affectionate manner; each claimant awaiting his turn with outstretched hands, and boisterously shouting his thanks. Some of them ran away at once, to enjoy their evening meal; whilst others, of a gentler disposition, retired to the courtyard to see the strangers, and to survey the carriage in which their Charlotte was to drive away. “Pray forgive me for giving you the trouble to come for me, and for keeping the ladies waiting: but dressing, and arranging some household duties before I leave, had made me forget my children’s supper; and they do not like to take it from any one but me.” I uttered some indifferent compliment: but my whole soul was absorbed by her air, her voice, her manner; and I had scarcely recovered myself when she ran into her room to fetch her gloves and fan. The young ones threw inquiring glances at me from a distance; whilst I approached the youngest, a most delicious little creature. He drew back; and Charlotte, entering at the very moment, said, “Louis, shake hands with your cousin.” The little fellow obeyed willingly; and I could not resist giving him a hearty kiss, notwithstanding his rather dirty face. “Cousin,” said I to Charlotte, as I handed her down, “do you think I deserve the happiness of being related to you?” She replied, with a ready smile, “Oh! I have such a number of cousins, that I should be sorry if you were the most undeserving of them.” In taking leave, she desired her next sister, Sophy, a girl about eleven years old, to take great care of the children, and to say good-bye to papa for her when he came home from his ride. She enjoined to the little ones to obey their sister Sophy as they would herself, upon which some promised that they would; but a little fair-haired girl, about six years old, looked discontented, and said, “But Sophy is not you, Charlotte; and we like you best.” The two eldest boys had clambered up the carriage; and, at my request, she permitted them to accompany us a little way through the forest, upon their promising to sit very still, and hold fast.

We were hardly seated, and the ladies had scarcely exchanged compliments, making the usual remarks upon each other’s dress, and upon the company they expected to meet, when Charlotte stopped the carriage, and made her brothers get down. They insisted upon kissing her hands once more; which the eldest did with all the tenderness of a youth of fifteen, but the other in a lighter and more careless manner. She desired them again to give her love to the children, and we drove off.

The aunt inquired of Charlotte whether she had finished the book she had last sent her. “No,” said Charlotte; “I did not like it: you can have it again. And the one before was not much better.” I was surprised, upon asking the title, to hear that it was ——. (We feel obliged to suppress the passage in the letter, to prevent any one from feeling aggrieved; although no author need pay much attention to the opinion of a mere girl, or that of an unsteady young man.)

I found penetration and character in everything she said: every expression seemed to brighten her features with new charms — with new rays of genius — which unfolded by degrees, as she felt herself understood.

“When I was younger,” she observed, “I loved nothing so much as romances. Nothing could equal my delight when, on some holiday, I could settle down quietly in a corner, and enter with my whole heart and soul into the joys or sorrows of some fictitious Leonora. I do not deny that they even possess some charms for me yet. But I read so seldom, that I prefer books suited exactly to my taste. And I like those authors best whose scenes describe my own situation in life — and the friends who are about me, whose stories touch me with interest, from resembling my own homely existence — which, without being absolutely paradise, is, on the whole, a source of indescribable happiness.”

I endeavoured to conceal the emotion which these words occasioned, but it was of slight avail; for, when she had expressed so truly her opinion of “The Vicar of Wakefield,” and of other works, the names of which I omit (Though the names are omitted, yet the authors mentioned deserve Charlotte’s approbation, and will feel it in their hearts when they read this passage. It concerns no other person.), I could no longer contain myself, but gave full utterance to what I thought of it: and it was not until Charlotte had addressed herself to the two other ladies, that I remembered their presence, and observed them sitting mute with astonishment. The aunt looked at me several times with an air of raillery, which, however, I did not at all mind.

We talked of the pleasures of dancing. “If it is a fault to love it,” said Charlotte, “I am ready to confess that I prize it above all other amusements. If anything disturbs me, I go to the piano, play an air to which I have danced, and all goes right again directly.”

You, who know me, can fancy how steadfastly I gazed upon her rich dark eyes during these remarks, how my very soul gloated over her warm lips and fresh, glowing cheeks, how I became quite lost in the delightful meaning of her words, so much so, that I scarcely heard the actual expressions. In short, I alighted from the carriage like a person in a dream, and was so lost to the dim world around me, that I scarcely heard the music which resounded from the illuminated ballroom.

The two Messrs. Andran and a certain N. N. (I cannot trouble myself with the names), who were the aunt’s and Charlotte’s partners, received us at the carriage-door, and took possession of their ladies, whilst I followed with mine.

We commenced with a minuet. I led out one lady after another, and precisely those who were the most disagreeable could not bring themselves to leave off. Charlotte and her partner began an English country dance, and you must imagine my delight when it was their turn to dance the figure with us. You should see Charlotte dance. She dances with her whole heart and soul: her figure is all harmony, elegance, and grace, as if she were conscious of nothing else, and had no other thought or feeling; and, doubtless, for the moment, every other sensation is extinct.

She was engaged for the second country dance, but promised me the third, and assured me, with the most agreeable freedom, that she was very fond of waltzing. “It is the custom here,” she said, “for the previous partners to waltz together; but my partner is an indifferent waltzer, and will feel delighted if I save him the trouble. Your partner is not allowed to waltz, and, indeed, is equally incapable: but I observed during the country dance that you waltz well; so, if you will waltz with me, I beg you would propose it to my partner, and I will propose it to yours.” We agreed, and it was arranged that our partners should mutually entertain each other.

We set off, and, at first, delighted ourselves with the usual graceful motions of the arms. With what grace, with what ease, she moved! When the waltz commenced, and the dancers whirled around each other in the giddy maze, there was some confusion, owing to the incapacity of some of the dancers. We judiciously remained still, allowing the others to weary themselves; and, when the awkward dancers had withdrawn, we joined in, and kept it up famously together with one other couple — Andran and his partner. Never did I dance more lightly. I felt myself more than mortal, holding this loveliest of creatures in my arms, flying, with her as rapidly as the wind, till I lost sight of every other object; and O Wilhelm, I vowed at that moment, that a maiden whom I loved, or for whom I felt the slightest attachment, never, never should waltz with any one else but with me, if I went to perdition for it! — you will understand this.

We took a few turns in the room to recover our breath. Charlotte sat down, and felt refreshed by partaking of some oranges which I had had secured — the only ones that had been left; but at every slice which, from politeness, she offered to her neighbours, I felt as though a dagger went through my heart.

We were the second couple in the third country dance. As we were going down (and Heaven knows with what ecstasy I gazed at her arms and eyes, beaming with the sweetest feeling of pure and genuine enjoyment), we passed a lady whom I had noticed for her charming expression of countenance; although she was no longer young. She looked at Charlotte with a smile, then, holding up her finger in a threatening attitude, repeated twice in a very significant tone of voice the name of “Albert.”

“Who is
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