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About the Author

JOHANN PETER ECKERMANN was born in 1792. In 1823 he sent Goethe, his literary idol, a manuscript collection of essays, largely on Goethe’s works, and he became Goethe’s literary assistant till the latter’s death in 1832. This long relationship led to the creation of Eckermann’s best-remembered work Conversations with Goethe, first published in 1836. Eckermann died in 1854 in Weimar.




List of Persons Mentioned

Abeken, Bernhard Rudolf (1780–1866), literary historian.

Ampère, Jean-Jacques (1800–1864), literary critic and frequent contributor to Le Globe; son of the physicist André-Marie Ampère (1775–1836), who gave his name to a unit of electric current.

Angoulême, Louis Antoine, duc d’ (1775–1844), elder son of Charles X of France; in 1823–4 commanded a French army sent into Spain to help the reactionary Ferdinand VII to gain absolute power by abolishing the constitution.

Ariosto, Ludovico (1474–1533), Italian epic poet; his main work is Orlando Furioso (1532).

Arnault, Lucien-Émile (1787–1863), dramatist whose works include Gustave-Adolphe, ou La bataille de Lutzen (1830).

Arndt, Ernst Moritz (1769–1860), German author of patriotic poetry.

Ballanche, Pierre-Simon (1776–1847), French philosopher.

Balzac, Honoré de (1799–1850), French novelist; his first major work, Les Chouans, appeared in 1829.

Basedow, Johann Bernhard (1724–90), educator, who founded a progressive school, the Philanthropinum, at Dessau; Goethe describes him in Book 14 of Dichtung und Wahrheit.

Beaumarchais, Pierre-Augustin Caron de (1732–99), French playwright, whose memoirs provided Goethe with material for his play Clavigo.

Bechtolsheim, Julie von (1751–1847), contributed the poem ‘Elegie’ to Ottilie von Goethe’s journal Chaos.

Becker, Heinrich (1764–1822), actor.

Behrisch, Ernst Wolfgang (1738–1809), tutor to young noblemen; close friend of the young Goethe, who met him in 1767 while studying in Leipzig. Goethe describes him in Book 7 of Dichtung und Wahrheit.

Bentham, Jeremy (1748–1832), English philosopher, spokesman for utilitarianism.

Béranger, Pierre-Jean de (1780–1857), French poet and songwriter, twice imprisoned in the 1820s for songs against the Bourbon monarchy; celebrated on his death as France’s national poet.

Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Jacques-Henri (1737–1814), French novelist, author of Paul et Virginie (1788) and La Chaumière indienne (The Indian Cottage, 1790).

Bethmann, Simon Moritz von (1768–1826), banker and diplomat, a leading citizen of Frankfurt; ennobled 1808 by the Emperor of Austria.

Beulwitz, Friedrich August von (1785–1871), army officer and chamberlain at Weimar.

Beuther, Friedrich (1777–1856), actor and stage designer.

Bignon, Louis Pierre Édouard, Baron (1771–1841), historian, author of Histoire de France sous Napoléon (10 vols, 1829–38).

Blumenbach, Johann Friedrich (1752–1840), naturalist and anthropologist in Göttingen.

Boisserée, Sulpiz (1783–1854), German art historian with a special interest in medieval art, a friend of Goethe from 1810 on.

Bonaparte, Lucien (1775–1840), younger brother of Napoleon; supported the French Revolution, and served as president of the Council of Five Hundred (the lower house of the revolutionary parliament) from 25 October 1795 till Napoleon overthrew the revolutionary constitution on 9 November 1799.

Bonstetten, Karl Viktor von (1745–1832), Swiss writer.

Böttiger, Karl August (1760–1835), classical scholar, whom Goethe and Schiller disliked for his malicious tale-bearing.

Bourrienne, Louis Antoine Fauvelet de (1769–1834), French diplomat who knew Napoleon well and was his private secretary from 1798 to 1802; author of Mémoires sur Napoléon, le directoire, le consulat, l’empire et la restauration (10 vols, 1828–30).

Bril, Paul (1554–1626), Dutch painter.

Bristol, Frederick Augustus Hervey, 4th Earl of (1730–1803), Lord Bishop of Derry (not Derby!) from 1768 to his death.

Buch, Leopold von (1774–1853), geologist in Berlin; he upheld the Vulcanist theory which Goethe rejected.

Bürger, Gottfried August (1747–94), poet, best known for his gothic ballad ‘Lenore’ (1774). His ‘Frau Schnips’ is a ribald colloquial poem about an old woman who goes to heaven and scolds various Old Testament characters for their bad behaviour.

Burns, Robert (1759–96), Scottish poet.

Bury, Friedrich (1763–1823), painter.

Byron, George Gordon, Lord (1788–1824), poet and celebrity, hugely popular across Europe for his poems, especially Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (Cantos 1 and 2 published 1812; the complete text 1818) and Don Juan (1819–24), and his plays, of which Goethe knew Manfred (1817), Marino Faliero, The Two Foscari, Cain and Sardanapalus (all 1821), and The Deformed Transformed (1824). Goethe also mentions Byron’s early verse satire English Bards and Scotch Reviewers (1809). Byron died of fever at Missolonghi in Greece, where he had gone to support the Greek War of Independence (1821–30) against Turkish rule.

Cagliostro, Count, real name Giuseppe Balsamo (1743–95), notorious impostor and charlatan; Goethe, though sceptical, was intrigued by him, and in 1787 visited the Balsamo family in Palermo, pretending to be an Englishman who had known Cagliostro in London.

Calderón: Pedro Calderón de la Barca (1600–1681), dramatist of the Spanish Golden Age whom Goethe greatly admired, especially for The Constant Prince (1636).

Campe, Joachim Heinrich (1746–1818), educator.

Camper, Peter (correctly Pieter, 1722–89), Dutch anatomist.

Canning, George (1770–1827), British Foreign Secretary.

Carlyle, Thomas (1795–1881), Scottish translator, essayist and historian; his Life of Schiller appeared in 1825, and his translations, German Romance, in four volumes in 1827.

Carracci, Lodovico (1555–1619), Agostino (1557–1602) and Annibale (1560–1609), family of Italian painters.

Carus, Carl Gustav (1789–1869), painter and writer on art; Goethe wrote an introduction to his Briefe über Landschaftsmalerei (Letters on Landscape Painting, 1824).

Charles V (1500–1558), Holy Roman Emperor from 1519 till his abdication in 1556.

Chateaubriand, François-René, vicomte de (1768–1848), French Romantic writer; Goethe had read his treatise Génie du christianisme (1802).

Chodowiecki, Daniel Nikolaus (1726–1801), painter and prolific book illustrator.

Clauren, pseudonym of Karl Gottlob Samuel Heun (1771–1854), sentimental novelist.

Cooper, James Fenimore (1789–1851), American adventure novelist; his The Red Rover (1828) is mentioned on 27 December 1829.

Corneille, Pierre (1606–84), French dramatist.

Cornelius, Peter (1783–1867), painter, a member of the Nazarene school, which rejected classicism and drew inspiration from medieval and early Renaissance painting.

Correggio, Antonio da (1489–1534), Italian painter.

Cotta, Johann Friedrich von (1764–1832), publisher in Stuttgart, the sole publisher of Goethe’s writings from 1809 on.

Coudray, Clemens Wenzeslaus (1775–1845), supervisor of building works in Weimar.

Courier, Paul Louis (1772–1825), classical scholar, who based his French edition of Daphnis and Chloe (1810) on a manuscript he had discovered in the Laurentian Library in Florence.

Cousin, Victor (1792–1867), French philosopher.

Cumberland, Duchess of: Friederike Karoline, born Princess of Mecklenburg-Strelitz (1778–1841), whose third marriage (1815) was to Ernst August, Duke of Cumberland. She and her sister Luise, later Queen of Prussia, had stayed with Goethe’s mother in Frankfurt when attending the coronations of the Holy Roman Emperors Leopold II in 1790 and Franz II in 1792.

Cumberland, Richard (1731–1811), playwright, author of the philosemitic comedy The Jew (1794).

Cuvier, Georges (1769–1832), French anatomist and zoologist, whose many works include Le Règne animal (The Animal Kingdom, 1817), of which the German translation appeared in two volumes in 1831–2.

Dalberg, Karl von (1744–1817), Prince-Archbishop of Regensburg and holder of many other dignities. After the dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire in 1806, Napoleon set up an association of sixteen German client states called the Confederation of the Rhine (Rheinbund) and appointed Dalberg its Prince Primate; it was in turn dissolved in 1813.

D’Alembert, Jean Le Rond (1717–83), mathematician, philosopher, and (till 1759) collaborator with Diderot on the Encyclopédie.

D’Alton, (Joseph Wilhelm) Eduard (1772–1840), osteologist.

David d’Angers, Pierre (1789–1856), French sculptor, who visited Weimar in 1829 and prepared the model for an outsize sculpture of Goethe’s head.

Dawe, George (1781–1829), English painter, who painted Goethe in 1819.

de Candolle, Augustin Pyrame (1778–1841), botanist from Geneva.

Delacroix, Eugène (1798–1863), French painter.

Delavigne, Casimir (1793–1843), French poet and dramatist; Goethe reviewed his tragedy Le Paria (1821) in Kunst und Altertum (1824).

Delille, Jacques (1738–1813), French poet, author of the didactic poem Les Jardins (Gardens, 1782).

Deschamps, Émile (1791–1871), French poet.

Diderot, Denis (1713–84), major writer of the French Enlightenment, whose novel Le Neveu de Rameau (Rameau’s Nephew) Goethe translated.

Dissen, Georg Ludolf (1784–1837), classical scholar at Göttingen.

Döbereiner, Johann Wolfgang (1780–1849), professor of chemistry at Jena.

Domenichino, correctly Domenico Zampieri (1581–1641), Italian painter.

Doolan, Robert, English friend of Eckermann, probably one of the pupils to whom he taught German.

Dowager Grand Duchess: Luise (1757–1830), born Princess of Hessen-Darmstadt.

Du Châtelet, Émilie (1706–49), French writer and physicist, long-term companion of Voltaire.

Dumas, Alexandre, père (1802–70), French playwright, author of Henri III (1829).

Dumont, Pierre-Étienne-Louis (1759–1829), philosopher in Geneva, great-uncle of Frédéric Soret; his works included Voyage à Paris (1802) and Souvenirs de Mirabeau (1832), which Goethe read in manuscript.

Dupin, Charles (1784–1873), French economist.

Dupré, Guillaume (c.1576–1643), French artist and maker of medallions.

Duval, Marie, aunt of Goethe’s Swiss friend Frédéric Soret.

Ebert, Karl Egon (1801–82), poet from Prague, author of Wlasta (1829), an epic poem about the Czech myth of ancient women warriors.

Eberwein, Franz Karl Adalbert (1786–1868), director of music at Weimar, who set many of Goethe’s works to music.

Eberwein, Regina Henriette (1790–1849), singer.

Egloffstein, Karoline von (1789–1868), lady-in-waiting to Maria Pavlovna (wife of Karl Friedrich, who became Grand Duke of Weimar in 1828).

Enghien, Louis Antoine, duc d’ (1772–1804), executed on the charge of plotting against Napoleon’s rule in France.

Erasmus, Desiderius (1466–1536), Dutch humanist.

Eschwege, Wilhelm Ludwig von (1777–1855), army officer, director of mines in Brazil.

Fabvier, Charles-Nicolas, Baron (1782–1855), French general, who spent much of the 1820s in Greece supporting the War of Independence against the Ottoman Empire.

Facius, Friedrich Wilhelm (1764–1843), engraver in Weimar.

Fichte, Johann Gottlieb (1762–1814), philosopher, based at Jena 1794–9, but dismissed from his chair on the charge of atheism.

Finckenstein, Countess Henriette von (1774–1847), Prussian noblewoman, who from 1819 till her death lived in a ménage à trois with Ludwig Tieck and his wife Amalia.

Fleming, Paul (1609–40), poet in German and Latin.

Fouqué, Friedrich Heinrich Karl, Freiherr de la Motte (1777–1843), prolific author of Romantic stories, including his masterpiece Undine (1811), and dramas (including Der Sängerkrieg auf der Wartburg (The Singers’ Contest at the Wartburg), 1828).

Franke, Heinrich (1807–?), actor.

Franklin, Benjamin (1706–90), American scientist, journalist and diplomat, who in 1752 proved experimentally that lightning is a form of electricity.

Frommann, Carl Friedrich Ernst (1765–1837), bookseller and publisher in Jena.

Froriep, Emma von (1805–72), daughter of the Weimar surgeon and academic Ludwig Friedrich von Froriep.

Fürnstein, Anton (1783–1841), Bohemian poet; Goethe reviewed his poem on hop-growing in Kunst und Altertum, 1823.

Fuseli, correctly Füßli, Johann Heinrich (1741–1825), Swiss painter.

Gay, Delphine (1804–55), author of Essais poétiques (1824).

Genast, Eduard (1797–1866) and his wife Caroline (1800–1860), actors.

Genlis, Stéphanie Félicité de (1746–1830), French writer, who as a Catholic disapproved of Voltaire’s anti-religious writings.

Geoffroy de Saint-Hilaire, Étienne (1772–1844), French naturalist.

Gérard, François (1770–1837), French painter.

Gerhard, Wilhelm (1780–1858), businessman from Weimar who translated Serbian poetry.

Goethe, Alma von (1827–44), daughter of August and Ottilie von Goethe.

Goethe, August von (1789–1830), Goethe’s son.

Goethe, Katharina Elisabeth (1731–1808), Goethe’s mother.

Goethe, Ottilie von, née Pogwisch (1796–1872), married August von Goethe on 17 June 1817; lived with him in the upper storey of his father’s house, along with their three children, Walter, Wolfgang (see below) and Alma.

Goethe, Walter Wolfgang von (1818–85), elder son of August and Ottilie von Goethe.

Goethe, Wolfgang Maximilian von (‘Wolf’), (1820–83), second son of August and Ottilie von Goethe.

Goldsmith, Oliver (1728–74), Irish writer, author of The Vicar of Wakefield (1766) and the poem The Deserted Village (1770).

Göttling, Karl Wilhelm (1793–1869), classical scholar in Jena.

Gozzi, Carlo (1720–1806), Italian dramatist, defender of the theatre of improvisation known as the commedia dell’arte.

Graff, Johann Jacob (1768–1848), actor.

Grillparzer, Franz (1791–1872), Austrian dramatist, who began his career with the fate-tragedy Die Ahnfrau (The Ancestress, 1817).

Grimm, Friedrich Melchior, Baron (1723–1807), German diplomat and leading figure of the French Enlightenment.

Grüner, Karl Franz (1780–1845), actor in Weimar 1803–4, later in Munich and elsewhere.

Guizot, François (1787–1874), French politician and historian; his Histoire générale de la civilisation en Europe (General History of Civilization in Europe) appeared in 1828.

Hackert, Jacob Philipp (1737–1807), landscape painter, with whom Goethe spent time during his stay in Italy.

Hafiz, real name Muhammad Shemseddin (1315–90), Persian poet; his sobriquet signifies that he knew the Qur’an by heart. Goethe read his work in German and English translations and paid homage to him in the West-östlicher Divan (1819).

Hagen, August (1797–1880), professor of literature and art history at Königsberg (now Kaliningrad), author of the narrative poem Olfried und Lisena (1820).

Hagn, Charlotte von (1809–91), actress in Munich.

Hamann, Johann Georg (1730–88), religious writer who cultivated an obscure and allusive style.

Haugwitz, Count Christian August Heinrich Kurt (1752–1832), accompanied Goethe and the Stolbergs to Switzerland in 1775.

Heeren, Arnold Hermann Ludwig (1760–1842), professor of philosophy and later of history at Göttingen; author of the standard works Handbuch der Geschichte der Staaten des Altertums (Historical Guide to the Ancient States, 1799) and Handbuch der Geschichte des Europäischen Staatensystems und seiner Colonien (Historical Guide to the European State System and its Colonies, 1809).

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich (1770–1831), philosopher in Berlin.

Herder, Johann Gottfried (1744–1803), philosopher, theologian and essayist, who became friendly with Goethe when the latter was studying at Strasbourg in the early 1770s. Goethe contributed an essay on Gothic architecture to Herder’s collection Von deutscher Art und Kunst (On German Character and Art, 1773). Herder’s major works include his collection of folk poetry, Volkslieder (1778–9), reissued as Stimmen der Völker in Liedern (Voices of the Nations in Songs, 1807), Vom Geist der Ebräischen Poesie (On the Spirit of Hebrew Poetry, 1782–3) and his great survey of history, Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit (Ideas for the Philosophy of the History of Mankind, 1784–91). In 1776, thanks to Goethe’s influence, he was appointed superintendent of the Lutheran Church in Weimar, but in the 1790s his relations with Goethe and Karl August became strained.

Herschel, Sir William (1738–1822), astronomer and composer, born in Hanover (then in personal union with the British Crown), moved to Britain in 1757; discovered the planet Uranus, 1781.

Heygendorf, Karoline, née Jagemann (1777–1848), actress and singer in Weimar, mistress of Karl August, notorious as a theatrical enfant terrible; conflict with her induced Goethe to give up directing the Weimar Court Theatre in 1817.

Hinrichs, Hermann Friedrich Wilhelm (1794–1861), professor of philosophy in Halle, author of Das Wesen der antiken Tragödie (The Nature of Ancient Tragedy, 1827).

Hirt, Aloys (1759–1837), classical archaeologist.

Hoffmann, Ernst Theodor Amadeus (1776–1822), major Romantic author of tales and novels, including Der goldne Topf (The Golden Pot, 1814). Goethe disliked his work.

Holtei, Karl von (1798–1880), poet, dramatist and actor.

Horace: Quintus Horatius Flaccus (65–8 BCE), Roman poet.

Horn, Franz (1781–1837), Romantic novelist and literary historian.

Horn, Johann Adam (1749–1806), lawyer, one of Goethe’s friends in Frankfurt in the 1760s.

Houwald, Christoph Ernst von (1778–1845), author of the popular fate-tragedies Das Bild (The Picture, 1821) and Die Feinde (The Enemies, 1825).

Hugo, Victor (1802–85), French poet, dramatist and novelist; Goethe read his Odes et Ballades (1826) and his novel Notre-Dame de Paris (1831).

Humboldt, Alexander von (1769–1859), traveller, geographer and scientist, who explored South America, Cuba and Mexico from 1798 to 1804 and wrote prolifically about his travels and discoveries. Goethe read his Essai politique sur l’île de Cuba (Political History of the Island of Cuba, 1826).

Humboldt, Wilhelm von (1767–1835), poet, linguistic theorist and leading civil servant, who initiated a reform of the Prussian educational system; elder brother of Alexander von Humboldt. His many writings included a long review of Goethe’s Hermann und Dorothea.

Hummel, Johann Nepomuk (1778–1837), pianist and composer, pupil of Mozart; musical director at the Weimar court, 1819–22 and 1833–7.

Huschke, Wilhelm Ernst (1760–1828), physician to the Grand Ducal family in Weimar.

Iffland, August Wilhelm (1759–1814), noted actor and prolific and popular dramatist; Die Hagestolzen (The Bachelors, 1793) was among his most successful plays.

Immermann, Karl Leberecht (1796–1840), versatile writer who first made his reputation with comedies such as Der Prinz von Syrakus (The Prince of Syracuse, 1821); now remembered especially for his mock-epic Tulifäntchen (1832) and his novels Die Epigonen (The Latecomers, 1836) and Münchhausen (1838–9).

Jacobi, Friedrich Heinrich (1743–1819), philosopher.

Janin, Jules (1804–74), French critic.

Jean Paul, pseudonym of Johann Paul Friedrich Richter (1763–1825), eccentric, popular and much-read novelist; Goethe thought poorly of him (30 March 1831).

Johnson, Samuel (1709–84), poet, essayist and lexicographer, author of the philosophical novel The History of Rasselas, Prince of Abissinia (1759).

Jung, Johann Heinrich (1740–1817), known as Jung-Stilling from the name he assumed in his autobiography, Heinrich Stillings Jugend (1777) and its sequels; religious author, economist and oculist, became friendly with Goethe when the latter was studying in Strasbourg 1770–72. Goethe describes in Book 16 of Dichtung und Wahrheit an occasion when Jung’s skill in cutting cataracts failed him.

Kant, Immanuel (1724–1804), philosopher, whose major works include the Kritik der reinen Vernunft (Critique of Pure Reason, 1781) and Kritik der Urteilskraft (Critique of Judgement, 1790).

Kapo d’Istrias or Kapodistrias, Count Ioannis (1776–1831), first President of independent Greece.

Karl August, Grand Duke of Weimar (1757–1828).

Kauffmann, Angelika (1741–1807), painter; Goethe knew her in Italy and greatly admired her work.

Kestner, Charlotte, née Buff (1753–1828), the original of Lotte in Goethe’s Werther.

Kind, Friedrich (1768–1843), poet, librettist of Weber’s Der Freischütz.

Klettenberg, Susanne Katharina von (1723–74), a friend of Goethe’s mother and a devout Protestant who influenced the young Goethe during his Christian phase around 1770.

Klopstock, Friedrich Gottlieb (1724–1803), poet who revitalized German poetry by his biblical epic Der Messias (The Messiah, 1748–73) and still more by his emotional odes, one of which, ‘Die Frühlingsfeier’ (‘The Rite of Spring’, 1759), Goethe alludes to in an important scene of Werther. In the conversation of 9 November 1824 Goethe mentions the ode ‘Die beiden Musen’ (‘The Two Muses’, 1752).

Knebel, Karl Ludwig (1744–1834), tutor to Prince Konstantin, brother of Duke Karl August; arranged Goethe’s first meeting with Karl August in 1774; a close friend of Goethe till the latter’s death.

Kniep, Christoph Heinrich (1755–1825), painter, who was with Goethe in Sicily in 1787.

Kolbe, Heinrich Christoph (1771–1836), painter responsible for several portraits of the elderly Goethe.

Körner, Theodor (1791–1813), patriotic poet who fell in the German War of Liberation against Napoleon’s forces; author of the collection Leyer und Schwerdt (Lyre and Sword, 1814).

Kotzebue, August von (1761–1819), hugely popular dramatist; from 1813 he was employed in the Russian Foreign Service and was assassinated for his anti-liberal politics by the student Karl Sand (1795–1820) in 1819. His more than 230 plays include Die beiden Klingsberg (The Two Klingsbergs), Verwandtschaften (Relationships) and Die Versöhnung (The Reconciliation). His Das Kind der Liebe (1790), translated and adapted as Lovers’ Vows, is performed in Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park.

Krause, Gottlieb Friedrich (1805–60), Goethe’s servant from 1824 on.

Kräuter, Friedrich Theodor (1790–1856), Goethe’s secretary, responsible for his library.

Krüger, Wilhelm (1791–1841), actor.

La Roche, Carl August (1794–1884), actor.

Lagrange, Joseph-Louis (1736–1813), French mathematician.

Lamartine, Alphonse de (1790–1869), famous for Méditations poétiques (1820).

Lassen, Christian (1800–1876), Norwegian Orientalist, founder (along with A. W. Schlegel) of Sanskrit studies in Germany.

Lavater, Johann Caspar (1741–1801), Swiss clergyman and physiognomist; a friend of Goethe’s from 1774 till 1786, when Goethe finally refused to be won over to Lavater’s emotional brand of Christianity.

Leibniz, Gottfried Wilhelm von (1646–1716), German philosopher and polymath.

Lenclos, Ninon de, properly Anne de L’Enclos (1620–1705), French author and lover of many notable men during the reign of Louis XIV.

Leo, Heinrich (1799–1878), Prussian historian.

Lessing, Gotthold Ephraim (1729–81), dramatist, critic and theologian; his best-known works include the comedy Minna von Barnhelm (1767), the tragedy Emilia Galotti (1772) and the drama supporting religious toleration, Nathan der Weise (Nathan the Wise, 1779). In his aesthetic treatise Laokoon (1766) he distinguished poetry and painting with reference to what each could represent.

Leuchtenberg, Eugène de Beauharnais, Duke of (1781–1824), adoptive son of Napoleon.

Lips, Johann Heinrich (1758–1817), painter and engraver.

Lockhart, John Gibson (1794–1854), son-in-law of Walter Scott; his Life of Sir Walter Scott, in seven volumes, appeared in 1837–8.

Lope de Vega (incorrectly called ‘Lopez’), Spanish dramatist (1562–1635) who wrote over 800 comedies.

Lorrain, Claude (1600–82), real name Claude Gellée, French painter much admired by Goethe: see Franz Kempf, Poetry, Painting, Park: Goethe and Claude Lorrain (2020).

Lory, Gabriel (1784–1846), Swiss watercolour painter.

Lowe, Sir Hudson (1769–1844), Governor of St Helena during Napoleon’s confinement there.

Luden, Heinrich (1778–1847), professor of history at Jena, who in 1825 published the first volume of Geschichte des Teutschen Volkes (History of the Germans; the twelfth and final volume appeared in 1837).

Malkolmi (or Malcolmi), Carl Friedrich (1745–1819), actor.

Manzoni, Alessandro (1785–1873), Italian poet and novelist, author of the historical novel I promessi sposi (The Betrothed, 1827).

Marmontel, Jean-François (1723–99), author and memoirist of the Paris Enlightenment.

Marot, Clément (1496–1544), poet of the French Renaissance.

Martius, Karl Friedrich Philipp von (1794–1868), botanist.

Massot, Firmin (1766–1849), painter in Geneva.

Medem, Count Christoph Johann von (1763–1838), Prussian nobleman from Courland (now Latvia), married to Countess Mary Luise von der Pahlen (1778–1837).

Menander (c.342–c.292 BCE), Athenian comic dramatist.

Mengs, Anton (1728–79), known as ‘Raphael’, painter in neoclassical style.

Merck, Johann Heinrich (1741–91), poet and journalist, a friend of Goethe’s from 1771 on.

Mérimée, Prosper (1803–70), French writer.

Metastasio, Pietro (1698–1782), Italian poet and librettist; his operas include Issipile (1732).

Meyer, Ernst (1791–1858), botanist.

Meyer, Friedrich Adolf Carl (1805–84), Westphalian poet.

Meyer, Johann Heinrich (1759–1832), Swiss painter and art historian and close friend of Goethe who advised him on artistic matters. His three-volume Geschichte der bildenden Künste bei den Griechen (History of Greek Art) appeared from 1824 to 1836.

Meyerbeer, Giacomo (1791–1864), operatic composer; Goethe knew his work only through his friend Zelter.

Milton, John (1608–74), English poet, author of the biblical drama Samson Agonistes (1671).

Mirabeau, Honoré Gabriel Riqueti, comte de (1749–91), a leading figure in the early stages of the French Revolution.

Molière: pseudonym of Jean-Baptiste Poquelin (1622–73), French dramatist, author of comedies, including Tartuffe (1664), Le Misanthrope (1666), Le Médecin malgré lui (The Doctor in Spite of Himself, 1666), L’Avare (The Miser, 1668) and Le Malade imaginaire (The Imaginary Invalid, 1673).

Moore, Thomas (1779–1852), Irish poet.

Mosheim, Johann Lorenz von (1694–1755), Church historian at Göttingen.

Mozart, Wolfgang Amadeus (1756–91), composer.

Müller, Friedrich von (1779–1849), Chancellor of Weimar from 1815; recorded many of Goethe’s conversations.

Müllner, Adolf (1774–1829), dramatist, author of the popular fate-tragedy Die Schuld (Guilt, 1816).

Musäus, Johann Karl August (1735–87), compiler of Volksmärchen der Deutschen (Folk Tales of the German People, 1782–6).

Nees von Esenbeck, Christian Gottfried Daniel (1776–1858), physician and botanist in Bonn.

Neureuther, Eugen Napoleon (1806–82), draughtsman.

Niebuhr, Barthold Georg (1776–1831), historian of ancient Rome.

Ninon, see Lenclos.

Oels, Karl Ludwig (1771–1833), actor.

Oken, Lorenz (1779–1851), German naturalist.

Ostade, Adriaen van (1610–85), Dutch painter.

Ottilie, see Goethe, Ottilie von.

Paganini, Niccolò (1782–1840), violinist, who visited Weimar and met Goethe in 1829.

Panckoucke, Ernestine (1783–1860), wife of a Paris bookseller; she and Goethe exchanged letters.

Peel, Sir Robert (1788–1850), British politician.

Peter I, ‘the Great’ (1672–1725), Emperor of Russia.

Peucer, Heinrich Karl Friedrich (1779–1849), writer and administrator.

Platen, August, Count (1796–1835), poet and dramatist, best known for poetry in Oriental verse forms and for satirical plays such as Der romantische Ödipus (1829); lived in Italy from 1825 till his death.

Pogwisch, Henriette von (1776–1851), lady-in-waiting to the Grand Duchess Luise and mother of Ottilie von Goethe.

Pogwisch, Ulrike von (1798–1875), younger sister of Ottilie von Goethe. She had been living in Goethe’s house since 1818.

Poussin, Nicolas (1594–1665), French painter.

Preller, Friedrich (1804–78), painter; his journey to Italy (see 5 June 1826) was financed by the Grand Duke Karl August.

Putyatin, Prince Nikolay Abramovich (1749–1830), who fell into disfavour at the Russian court and moved to Dresden; Goethe met him in Karlsbad in summer 1806.

Ramberg, Johann Heinrich (1763–1840), painter and engraver, who provided some illustrations for Goethe’s Ausgabe letzter Hand, the last edition of Goethe’s works that he authorized before his death.

Rapp, Count Jean (1771–1821), French officer, close associate of Napoleon.

Rauch, Christian Daniel (1777–1857), sculptor, who made several busts of Goethe in the 1820s.

Raupach, Ernst Benjamin Salomo (1784–1852), successful dramatist based in Berlin. His many plays included Die Erdennacht (The Earthly Night, 1820).

Reck (correctly Recke), Elise von der (1754–1833), writer, who had met Goethe in Karlsbad in 1820 and 1823.

Rehbein, Wilhelm (1776–1825), court doctor in Weimar and Goethe’s personal physician.

Rehberg, August Wilhelm (1757–1836), political philosopher; the leading conservative critic of the French Revolution.

Reichardt, Johann Friedrich (1752–1814), composer.

Reinhard, Franz Volkmar (1753–1812), theologian and court preacher in Dresden, the capital of Saxony; Goethe met him in Karlsbad in 1807 and thought highly of him.

Reinhard, Karl Friedrich, Count (1761–1837), diplomat, since 1815 representing France at the German Federal Diet.

Reni, Guido (1575–1642), Italian painter. The ‘pupil’ mentioned on 13 April 1829 is Simone Cantarini (1612–48).

Reutern, Gerhardt Wilhelm von (1794–1865), army officer. Painting was originally his hobby; Goethe, who first met him in 1814, urged him to make it his profession. On resigning from the army in 1819, Reutern did so, with such success that in 1837 he was appointed court painter to the imperial Russian family.

Riemer, Friedrich Wilhelm (1774–1845), tutor to August von Goethe, then teacher at the Weimar grammar school; recorded many sayings by Goethe and helped Eckermann to edit his posthumous works.

Riepenhausen, Franz (1786–1831) and Johannes (1787–1860), artists and art historians.

Röhr, Johann Friedrich (1777–1848), court preacher and chief superintendent of the Lutheran Church in Weimar; his book on the history and geography of Palestine in Jesus’s time is mentioned on 13 February 1831.

Romano, Giulio (1492–1546), Italian painter.

Roos, Johann Heinrich (1631–85), Dutch artist who, despite Goethe’s opinion, painted not only animals but also portraits and landscapes with great success.

Rossini, Gioachino (1792–1868), Italian composer; his operas include Moses (1818), of which Goethe attended a performance in Weimar in 1828, and Il Conte Ory (Count Ory, originally Le comte Ory with French libretto, 1828), which Eckermann saw in Milan (28 May 1830).

Rothschild, Amschel Mayer von (1773–1855), banker, eldest son of Mayer Amschel Rothschild (1744–1812), who founded the Rothschild banking house in Frankfurt; ennobled 1817, made a baron 1822; his four brothers established banking houses in Paris, London, Naples and Vienna.

Rubens, Peter Paul (1577–1640), Flemish painter.

Rückert, Friedrich (1788–1866), poet and professor of Oriental languages, whose collection Östliche Rosen (Eastern Roses, 1822) pays homage to Goethe’s West-östlicher Divan.

Ruysdael, Jacob van (1628–82), Dutch painter, on whom Goethe wrote the essay ‘Ruysdael the Poet’ (1816); see Goethe on Art, ed. John Gage (1980).

Saint-Simon, Louis de Rouvroy, duc de (1675–1755), French diplomat whose Mémoires, first published in the 1820s, are an invaluable record of French court life in the reign of Louis XIV and the subsequent regency.

Sainte-Beuve, Charles-Augustin (1804–69), French literary critic.

Salvandy, Narcisse-Achille, comte de (1795–1856), French statesman.

Saussure, Horace-Bénédicte de (1740–99), Swiss natural scientist.

Savigny, Friedrich Karl von (1779–1861), legal historian who wrote especially about medieval German law.

Schellhorn, Franz Wilhelm (1750–1836), civil servant in Weimar, who had celebrated fifty years of service.

Schelling, Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph von (1775–1854), Romantic philosopher who revised and developed Kantian idealism in System des transzendentalen Idealismus (System of Transcendental Idealism, 1800). He was professor of philosophy at Jena from 1798 to 1803; Goethe knew him and was particularly interested in his speculations about nature. His mythographic study Über die Gottheiten von Samothrace (On the Divinities of Samothrace, 1815) provided material for Faust II.

Schiller, Johann Christoph Friedrich (1759–1805). Educated at the military academy supervised by the Duke of Württemberg, and trained as a doctor. He had his first play, Die Räuber (The Robbers), performed at Mannheim in January 1782; forbidden by the Duke to write any more plays, he ran away from Württemberg and attempted a career in the theatre with Don Carlos (1787) and other plays. He became professor of history at Jena in 1789 and developed a close friendship with Goethe from 1794 on. For many years he abandoned theatre for history and philosophy, including the essay Über naïve und sentimentalische Dichtung (On Naïve and Sentimental Poetry, 1795), but returned to the stage with the dramatic trilogy Wallenstein (written 1797–9, first performed 1798–9 in Weimar); the first part is entitled Wallensteins Lager (Wallenstein’s Camp), the second Die Piccolomini, the third Wallensteins Tod (The Death of Wallenstein). Almost his last completed play was Wilhelm Tell (1804).

Schinkel, Karl Friedrich (1781–1841), architect and painter in neoclassical style.

Schlegel, August Wilhelm (1767–1845), translator (of Shakespeare and much Romance literature), literary critic and pioneer of comparative literature and of Sanskrit studies.

Schlegel, Friedrich (1772–1829), brother of August Wilhelm, literary critic. Both Schlegels upheld Romanticism and often disagreed with Goethe, who nevertheless staged August Wilhelm’s play Ion (1803) and Friedrich’s tragedy Alarcos (1802) in Weimar. In 1808 Friedrich converted to Catholicism and became an Austrian civil servant with strongly conservative views.

Schlosser, Friedrich Christoph (1776–1861), historian.

Schmidt, Christian Friedrich, lawyer in Weimar.

Schmidt, Maria (1808–75), singer.

Schöne (correctly Schön), Friedrich Gotthold (1806–57), classical scholar.

Schönemann, Anna Elisabeth, known as ‘Lili’ (1758–1817), daughter of a Frankfurt banker, briefly engaged to Goethe in 1775; married another banker, Bernhard von Türckheim, in 1778.

Schopenhauer, Johanna (1766–1838), novelist and travel writer, resident in Weimar with her daughter Adele after being widowed in 1804; mother of the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860).

Schrön, Ludwig (1799–1875), astronomer in Jena.

Schubarth, Karl Ernst (1796–1861), philosopher, author of Zur Beurteilung Goethes (1818).

Schulenburg, Friedrich Albrecht, Count von der (1772–1853), diplomat.

Schultz, Christoph Ludwig Friedrich (1781–1834), Prussian administrator.

Schütze, Stephan (1771–1839), administrator and author in Weimar, author of Heitere Stunden (Cheerful Hours, 2 vols, 1821–5).

Schwabe, Johann Friedrich Heinrich (1779–1834), court preacher in Weimar from 1827.

Schweitzer, Christian Wilhelm (1781–1856), minister of state in Weimar.

Scott, Sir Walter (1771–1832), historical novelist, famous throughout Europe for Waverley (1814) and its many successors, including Rob Roy (1817), Ivanhoe (1819), Kenilworth (1821), Peveril of the Peak (1823) and The Fair Maid of Perth (1828). The first volume of his nine-volume Life of Napoleon Bonaparte appeared in 1827.

Seckendorff, Karl Sigmund von (1744–85), chamberlain in Weimar.

Ségur, Philippe-Paul, comte de (1780–1873), historian.

Seidel, Dorothea (1804–60), actress.

Seidel, Max Johann (1795–1855), Tyrolean actor.

Smollett, Tobias (1721–71), Scottish novelist whose works include The Adventures of Roderick Random (1748).

Solger, Karl Wilhelm Ferdinand (1780–1819), philosopher in Berlin, whose work on aesthetics Goethe valued highly.

Sömmerring, Samuel Thomas von (1755–1830), physician.

Sophocles (c.496–406 BCE), Athenian tragedian, whose surviving works include the Oedipus plays, Antigone and Philoctetes.

Soret, Frédéric Jakob (1795–1865), natural scientist from Geneva, tutor to young princes in Weimar from 1822 to 1836; translated Goethe’s Versuch, die Metamorphose der Pflanzen zu erklären (Attempt to Explain the Metamorphosis of Plants, 1790) into French.

Spiegel, Karl Emil Freiherr von (1783–1849), Court Marshal at Weimar.

Spiegel, Wilhelmine Emilie von (1787–1870), wife of the Weimar Court Marshal.

Spinoza, Baruch (1632–77), Dutch-Jewish philosopher, much admired by Goethe.

Stadelmann, Karl Wilhelm (1782–1844), Goethe’s servant from 1814 to 1815 and 1817 to 1824.

Staël, Germaine de (1766–1817), literary and political theorist, originally from Geneva; her antagonism to Napoleon obliged her to live in Switzerland for many years.

Stapfer, Frédéric-Albert-Alexandre (1802–92), generally known as ‘Albert Stapfer’, published in 1823 the first French translation of Faust I; it was reissued in 1828 with seventeen lithographic illustrations by Delacroix.

Stendhal: pseudonym of Marie-Henri Beyle (1783–1842), French novelist, author of Le Rouge et le noir (The Red and the Black, 1830).

Sterling, Charles (1804–80), son of the English consul in Genoa; visited Weimar in 1823.

Sternberg, Count Kaspar Maria von (1761–1838), statesman and author of a treatise on botany.

Sterne, Laurence (1713–68), British novelist, famous in Germany especially for Tristram Shandy (1759–67) and A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy (1768).

Stieler, Joseph Karl (1781–1858), Bavarian court painter.

Stilling, see Jung.

Stolberg, Christian (1748–1821) and Friedrich Leopold (1750–1819), Counts, brothers with whom Goethe visited Switzerland from May to July 1775.

Stosch, Baron Philipp von (1691–1757), Prussian antiquarian who lived in Italy; his collection is illustrated in the catalogue Description des pierres gravées du feu Baron de Stosch (1760).

Streckfuss, Karl (1778–1844), administrator and author; his German translation of Dante’s Divine Comedy appeared in 1824–6.

Svanevelt, Herman van (c.1600–1655), Dutch landscape painter.

Sylvestre, Espérance (1790–1842), from Geneva, spent 1823–8 as governess to the daughters of Karl Friedrich and Maria Pavlovna of Sachsen-Weimar.

Szymanowska, Maria (1789–1831), a pianist whom Goethe got to know in Marienbad in August 1823.

Talleyrand: Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord (1754–1838), French diplomat, notorious for his adroitness; Napoleon made him Foreign Minister, but he resigned in 1807, sided with Napoleon’s enemies, and was chief French negotiator at the Congress of Vienna in 1814–15.

Tassi, Agostino (1566–1642), Italian painter.

Tasso, Torquato (1544–95), Italian poet, author of La Gerusalemme liberata (Jerusalem Delivered, 1581), and protagonist of Goethe’s play Torquato Tasso (1790).

Tastu, Amable (1795–1885), French woman of letters; her early works include Poésies (1826).

Teniers, David, the Younger (1610–90), Flemish painter who painted many scenes of peasant life.

Thomson, James (1700–1748), Scottish poet, author of The Seasons (1730) and Liberty (1734).

Tieck, Ludwig (1773–1853), prolific author of Romantic stories, novels and dramas. His elder daughter Dorothea (1799–1841) completed the translation of Shakespeare begun by her father with August Wilhelm Schlegel. His younger daughter, Agnes (1802–80), married in 1843 and became Agnes Alberti.

Tiedge, Christoph August (1752–1841), author of the long didactic poem Urania (1800).

Töpfer, Carl (1792–1871), theatre director.

Töpffer, Rudolf (or Rodolphe) (1799–1846), artist in Geneva.

Uhland, Ludwig (1787–1862), Romantic poet with a love of medieval German legend; a literary scholar, professor at Tübingen University (1829–32), and a liberal member of the Württemberg parliament (1819–39).

Ulrike, Fräulein, see Pogwisch, Ulrike von.

Unzelmann, Karl (1786–1843), actor, in Weimar from 1802 to 1821, then moved to Berlin.

Vernet, Horace (1789–1863), French painter living in Rome.

Vigny, Alfred de (1797–1863), French Romantic poet and novelist.

Villemain, Abel-François (1790–1870), French writer whose Cours de la littérature française appeared in 1828–9.

Vogel, Karl (1798–1864), Goethe’s personal physician in succession to Rehbein.

Voigt, Friedrich Siegmund (1781–1850), zoologist in Jena.

Voltaire, pseudonym of François-Marie Arouet (1694–1778), leading figure of the Enlightenment as poet, dramatist, historian, philosopher, polemicist.

Voss, Johann Heinrich (1751–1826), poet, classical scholar and translator, famous for his version of Homer’s Odyssey in German hexameters and for his mock-epic poem Luise (1795); headmaster of the school at Eutin in Holstein, 1782–1802, then lived at Jena, near Weimar, 1802–5; in 1777 married Ernestine Boie (1756–1834).

Waldner, Luise Adelaide von (1746–1830), lady-in-waiting to Duchess Luise.

Weber, Carl Maria von (1786–1826), composer of the Romantic operas Der Freischütz (The Free Marksman, 1821) and Euryanthe (1823).

Weissenthurn, Johanna Franul von (1772–1847), actress and dramatist from Vienna, whose works included many historical dramas.

Wellington, Arthur Wellesley, Duke of (1769–1852), who defeated Napoleon at Waterloo in 1815.

Werner, Abraham Gottlob (1750–1817), geologist who put forward the ‘Neptunist’ theory that the earth’s surface was formed by the gradual retreat of the primordial ocean; Goethe much preferred this theory to its rival, Vulcanism, upheld by Alexander von Humboldt, which attributed the formation of the earth’s surface to volcanic upheavals.

Weygand, Christian Friedrich (1742–1807), publisher in Leipzig who published Goethe’s Werther in 1774.

Wieland, Christoph Martin (1733–1813), a leading Enlightenment author, known especially for his Bildungsroman Geschichte des Agathon (Story of Agathon, 1766–7) and his humorous verse romance Oberon (1780). Wieland translated twenty-two of Shakespeare’s plays into German and founded and edited the important periodical Der teutsche Merkur from 1773 to 1800. His political novel Der goldene Spiegel (The Golden Mirror, 1772) induced the Dowager Duchess Anna Amalia of Weimar to appoint him tutor to her son Karl August. From 1772 till his death Wieland lived at Ossmannstedt, a village near Weimar.

Willemer, Johann Jakob (1760–1838), banker; Goethe’s affectionate relationship with his wife Marianne (née van Gangelt, 1784–1860) is reflected in the West-östlicher Divan (1819), to which Marianne contributed some poems.

Winckelmann, Johann Joachim (1717–68), art historian who rose from poverty to prominence; after publishing Gedanken über die Nachahmung der griechischen Werke in der Malerei und Bildhauerkunst (Thoughts on the Imitation of Greek Works in Painting and Sculpture, 1755) he moved to Rome and, as librarian to two cardinals in succession, extended his knowledge of classical art enough to write the epoch-making Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums (History of Ancient Art, 1764).

Winterberger, Georg (1804–60), actor.

Wolf, Friedrich August (1759–1824), classical scholar, professor at Berlin from 1810; argued in his Prolegomena ad Homerum (1795) that the Homeric epics were pieced together from many shorter heroic poems.

Wolff, Amalie (1780–1851), née Malcolmi, widow of Pius Alexander Wolff.

Wolff, Oskar Ludwig Bernhard (1799–1851), improviser; taught modern languages at Weimar from 1826 and in 1838 became professor of literature at Jena.

Wolff, Pius Alexander (1782–1828), actor in Weimar, and from 1816 in Berlin. The conversation about him on 11 October 1828 was prompted by his recent death.

Zahn, Wilhelm (1800–1871), archaeologist.

Zauper, Joseph Stanislaus (1784–1850), grammar-school teacher at Pilsen in Bohemia.

Zelter, Karl Friedrich (1758–1832), director of the Berlin Academy of Singing; had exchanged letters with Goethe since 1799.




List of Works by Goethe in Chronological Order

‘Poetische Gedancken über die Höllenfahrt Jesu Christi’ (‘Poetic Thoughts on Jesus Christ’s Descent into Hell’), poem written in 1764 or 1765.

‘A Song over the Unconfidence towards my Self’ (1766).

Reviews in Frankfurter gelehrte Anzeigen (1772–3).

‘Brief des Pastors zu *** an den neuen Pastor zu ***’ (‘Letter from the Pastor at *** to the New Pastor at ***’), fictional letter advocating religious toleration (1773).

Götz von Berlichingen, historical prose drama, set in the sixteenth century and modelled on Shakespeare’s dramatic form (1773).

Götter, Helden und Wieland (Gods, Heroes and Wieland), short satirical play (1773).

Hanswursts Hochzeit (Hanswurst’s Wedding), ribald comedy, left unfinished (1773–5).

Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (The Sorrows of Young Werther, 1774), revised version Die Leiden des jungen Werther (1787).

Clavigo, tragedy (1774).

‘An Schwager Kronos’ (‘To Coachman Kronos’, 1774).

‘Stirbt der Fuchs, so gilt der Balg’, playful poem written around 1775.

Die Geschwister (The Siblings, 1776; published 1787).

‘Jägers Abendlied’ (‘Huntsman’s Serenade’), poem (1776).

‘Der Fischer’ (‘The Fisherman’), ballad (probably 1778–9).

Die Fischerin (The Fisherman’s Wife), Singspiel (musical drama), first performed at Tiefurt in 1781.

‘Der Erlkönig’ (‘The Erl-King’), ballad (1782).

‘In this quiet place …’, epigram written in 1782 for Frau von Stein; published under the title ‘Erwählter Fels’ (‘Chosen Rock’, 1789).

‘Ilmenau’, poem (1783).

Egmont, historical drama (begun in 1775, completed and published 1787).

Iphigenie auf Tauris, verse play (1787), modelled on Iphigeneia among the Taurians by Euripides but considerably modernized: the Furies, for example, no longer appear on stage, but are known only by their psychological effects on the matricide Orest (see 1 April 1827).

Claudine von Villa Bella, Singspiel (1788); revised version, referred to by Eckermann on 5 and 8 April 1829.

Das Römische Karneval (The Roman Carnival, 1789), later incorporated into the Italienische Reise (Italian Journey).

Torquato Tasso, drama (1790).

Versuch, die Metamorphose der Pflanzen zu erklären (An Attempt to Explain the Metamorphosis of Plants, 1790).

Faust, drama, first partially published as Faust. Ein Fragment (1790), expanded as Faust. Der Tragödie erster Teil (1808); Part Two as Faust. Der Tragödie zweiter Teil (1832).

Der Grosskophta, comedy satirizing Cagliostro and intrigues at the French court (1791).

Die Aufgeregten (The Hotheads), unfinished political drama (1791).

Der Bürgergeneral (The Bourgeois General), one-act comedy about a swindler posing as a revolutionary (1793).

Römische Elegien (Roman Elegies), cycle of poems in the classical metre called elegiac distichs, recounting a love affair in modern Rome (1795).

Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship), novel (1795–6).

‘Alexis und Dora’, narrative poem in elegiac distichs (1796).

Xenien, biting satirical epigrams composed jointly by Goethe and Schiller (1797).

‘Der Gott und die Bajadere’, Indian legend in verse (1797). A ‘bayadere’ is a temple prostitute.

‘Die Braut von Korinth’ (‘The Bride of Corinth’), narrative poem (1797).

Hermann und Dorothea, humorous epic poem in nine cantos (1797).

‘Legende vom Hufeisen’ (‘Legend of the Horseshoe’), ballad (1797).

Aus einer Reise in die Schweiz über Frankfurt, Heidelberg, Stuttgart und Tübingen im Jahre 1797 (Journey to Switzerland by way of Frankfurt, Heidelberg, Stuttgart and Tübingen), edited by Eckermann and published posthumously in Goethes Werke. Vollständige Ausgabe letzter Hand, vol. 43 (1833).

Achilleis, uncompleted epic poem (1799).

‘Die Metamorphose der Pflanzen’ (‘The Metamorphosis of Plants’), poem – not the same work as the big botanical study mentioned passim (1799).

Die natürliche Tochter (The Natural Daughter), drama (1803).

Leben des Benvenuto Cellini (1803), Goethe’s free translation of Cellini’s autobiography La Vita di Benvenuto Cellini (written 1558–62).

‘Die glücklichen Gatten’ (‘The Happy Couple’), poem (1804).

Rameaus Neffe (Rameau’s Nephew, 1805), translation of Diderot’s novel Le Neveu de Rameau.

Pandora, short verse drama (1807).

Die Wahlverwandtschaften (Elective Affinities), novel about marriage (1809).

Zur Farbenlehre (On the Doctrine of Colours, 1810).

Das Tagebuch (The Diary), narrative poem, written in 1810 but not published in Goethe’s lifetime.

Aus meinem Leben. Dichtung und Wahrheit (From my Life: Poetry and Truth), autobiography in four parts, published respectively in 1811, 1812, 1814 and posthumously in 1833. Eckermann helped to edit the fourth part. Goethe worked on it in 1829 (see 20 February 1829).

‘Kriegsglück’ (‘The Fortune of War’), poem written 1814, published 1815.

Sprichwörtliches (Proverbial Pieces, 1815).

Zahme Xenien, epigrams, published from 1815 onwards.

‘Was wär ein Gott’, untitled poem first published in 1815. ‘Ruysdael the Poet’ (1816).

Italienische Reise (Italian Journey, 1816–17). The section entitled ‘Zweiter Römischer Aufenthalt’ (‘Second Sojourn in Rome’) was written mainly in 1829 (see 10 April 1829).

Sankt-Rochus-Fest zu Bingen, autobiographical essay (1817).

‘Um Mitternacht’ (‘At Midnight’), poem written on 13 February 1818.

West-östlicher Divan (West-Eastern Divan), collection of poetry modelled on translations from Arabic and Persian (1819). The text mentions ‘Jussufs Reize möcht ich borgen’ and ‘Ach, um deine feuchten Schwingen’.

‘Ballade’ (1820).

‘Metamorphose der Tiere’ (‘The Metamorphosis of Animals’), didactic poem (1820).

Über Kunst und Altertum, six volumes on art and antiquity edited and partly written by Goethe between 1816 and 1832.

Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre (Wilhelm Meister’s Journeyman Years), continuation of the Lehrjahre, first published in 1821 and in enlarged form in 1829.

‘An Werther’ (‘To Werther’) and ‘Marienbader Elegie’ (1823), parts of Trilogie der Leidenschaft (Trilogy of Passion).

‘Paria’ (‘The Pariah’, i.e. an Indian Untouchable), poem (1824).

Helena. Klassisch-romantische Phantasmagorie. Zwischenspiel zu Faust (Helen: Classical-romantic Phantasmagoria; Interlude to Faust), the third Act of Faust II, published separately in 1827.

Novelle, short story (1828).

‘Bei Betrachtung von Schillers Schädel’ (‘On Contemplating Schiller’s Skull’), poem (1829).

‘Vermächtnis’ (‘Legacy’), poem (1829).




Introduction by Ritchie Robertson

When the unknown Johann Peter Eckermann first wrote to him in 1821, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe was one of the most famous people in the world. Fifty years earlier he had become a celebrity as the author, first of the Shakespeare-inspired historical drama Götz von Berlichingen (1773), then of the epistolary novel Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (The Sorrows of Young Werther, 1774), which rapidly became a Europe-wide bestseller. In 1775 Karl August, the young Duke of Weimar, invited Goethe to his court. Thereafter most of Goethe’s life, till his death in 1832, was spent in the small principality of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach, covering about 700 square miles and with a population (in the 1770s) of about 106,000, of whom 6,000 lived in the main town, Weimar. Goethe took a prominent part in its government, till the burden of administrative duties, combined with emotional frustration, provoked in 1786 what he called, speaking to Eckermann, his ‘flight to Italy’ (10 February 1829). During his two years in Italy Goethe completed several masterpieces that he had begun in Weimar, notably the dramas Egmont, Iphigenie auf Tauris and Torquato Tasso. On his return to Weimar he met a young woman, Christiane Vulpius, and scandalized stuffy Weimar society by living with her without marrying her until 1806. Christiane bore five children, none of whom lived longer than seventeen days apart from August, who figures in Eckermann’s recollections as ‘young Goethe’. Goethe continued to produce a wealth of poetry, dramas and fiction, including the best-known work of German literature, Faust, of which Part One appeared in 1808.

However, Goethe’s literary eminence was less secure than present-day readers may imagine. Many of his later works were poorly received. Goethe increasingly favoured an indirect, ambiguous, even riddling and esoteric mode of expression, working through hints and suggestions rather than statements. For prudish readers, his works, as well as his life, were tainted with immorality. His novel Die Wahlverwandtschaften (Elective Affinities, 1809) seemed to treat the institution of marriage in a disturbingly sceptical way. He was known to be hostile to orthodox Christianity. Another group of readers condemned him for being the servant of a prince, deplored his steadfast hostility to the French Revolution, and took exception to the conservatism which was undoubtedly part of his outlook. To the new generation of Romantic writers, Goethe seemed something of a back number; his undeniable achievements lay in the past and would soon be overtaken. It was particularly frustrating for Goethe that his researches in natural science found so little agreement. The longest book he ever published, Zur Farbenlehre (On the Doctrine of Colours, 1810), setting out a theory of light and colour adamantly opposed to the theories put forward over a century earlier by Isaac Newton, met with almost universal disapproval. He responded to these disappointments by writing his autobiography, Dichtung und Wahrheit (Poetry and Truth), of which the first three parts were published in 1811–14. As the title intimates, however, this is not a no-holds-barred work of self-revelation such as Rousseau’s Confessions (1782), but a carefully pondered work of art in which Goethe presents himself to the public as he wishes to be understood. Even this autobiographical masterpiece, however, did not restore his popularity.

Goethe’s splendid isolation helps to explain why he was so responsive to Eckermann’s approaches. Eckermann, born on 21 September 1792, had, as he recounts in the autobiographical sketch that precedes the Conversations, struggled up from poverty, was largely self-taught, and was animated by a deep enthusiasm for literature, especially for the works of Goethe. He himself had written a number of poems, and also a tragedy, Graf Eduard, which his friends advised him not to publish.

Eckermann’s approach to the great man was carefully planned. It had to be, because Goethe was beleaguered not only by visitors (often from Britain) but by aspiring authors who wanted him to read and promote their works. Such correspondents received from Goethe’s secretary a standard letter saying that Goethe was too busy to answer them individually, but that thoughts and feelings provoked by their work might find expression in Über Kunst und Altertum (On Art and Antiquity), a journal Goethe edited from 1816 till his death. So Eckermann first sent some of his poems to Goethe’s friend Johannes Daniel Falk in August 1821, and received an encouraging reply. The following month, in which Goethe reached the age of seventy-two, he sent birthday congratulations with some poems and a sketch of his own life (as a kind of CV). In September Eckermann visited Weimar in person; Goethe was away in Bohemia, but he met Falk and Goethe’s secretary Kräuter. In October he received the standard letter and was pleased with it. For the time being he had done all he could, without being intrusive, to make Goethe aware of his existence.

Two years later Eckermann made his decisive move. In May 1823 he sent Goethe the manuscript of his book Beyträge zur Poesie mit besonderer Hinweisung auf Goethe (Essays on Poetry with Particular Reference to Goethe). This is a collection of short essays, partly on works by Goethe, notably a substantial essay on Die Wahlverwandtschaften, partly on general literary questions, mostly illustrated from Goethe’s works. It has often been observed that the style resembles Goethe’s: concise, pithy, and clear. It could not be more different from the Hegelian jargon that Goethe, in conversation with Eckermann, later deplored in the critic Hinrichs (28 March 1827). The essays are sensitive, intelligent, and supported by close reference to the text. They also defend Goethe against his critics. The essay on Die Wahlverwandtschaften defends the novel against the frequent charge of immorality, maintaining that its central message is the sanctity of marriage. To present-day readers this will seem at best a one-dimensional reading, especially when Eckermann maintains that the novel’s values are truly expressed by Mittler, the amateur marriage counsellor, himself unmarried, who constantly makes gaffes.1 Discussing the tragedy Egmont, Eckermann defends the softening of the tragic outcome by the dream-vision of Freedom that visits Egmont just before his death, and seeks thus to rebut Schiller’s notorious criticism of it as a ‘somersault into a world of opera’.2

Goethe was delighted by this book. Eckermann planned a visit in person, and announced his intention indirectly via Goethe’s close friend Friedrich Wilhelm Riemer, with whom he had in the meantime also established contact. He walked from Hanover to Weimar (some 120 miles), and had his first meeting with Goethe on 10 June 1823, as he describes in the first of the recorded Conversations. Clearly, Goethe could not have been more genial. He recommended Eckermann’s book to his publisher Cotta, with whom it appeared in 1824. He also proposed that Eckermann should settle in or near Weimar. Goethe had accumulated a huge mass of papers which needed to be put in order. He also needed someone to supervise the edition of his collected works which Cotta wanted to produce. His various secretaries were able to take dictation (though they were not wholly reliable even at that), but certainly not to undertake a task requiring literary knowledge and judgement. Eckermann was just the man.

From 1823 to 1832 Eckermann made himself altogether indispensable. His work on the edition began with a challenging task. In 1772–3 the young Goethe had contributed many book reviews to a journal published in his native Frankfurt, the Frankfurter gelehrte Anzeigen. The reviews were published anonymously, and Goethe, after the lapse of fifty years, could not remember which ones he had written, so Eckermann had to go through the journal’s files and identify Goethe’s reviews on stylistic grounds. When Eckermann had accomplished this, there followed years of intermittent work on the last edition of Goethe’s works to have the author’s imprimatur, known as the Ausgabe letzter Hand, which appeared in forty volumes between 1827 and 1830. After Goethe’s death, Eckermann, with Riemer and several other collaborators, edited the posthumous and uncollected works, which appeared in twenty further volumes in 1832–42.

But Eckermann was far more than an editor. Some of Goethe’s later works would not have been completed without gentle pressure from Eckermann and frequent discussions with him. The third volume of Dichtung und Wahrheit (1814) had ended by recounting Goethe’s first meeting with the future Duke of Weimar and the disagreement between Goethe and his father over the value and risks of getting involved with a princely court. The fourth volume was to recount Goethe’s brief engagement to Lili Schönemann, a Frankfurt socialite, and his eventual departure for Weimar. Goethe showed Eckermann his plan, and Eckermann replied with a synopsis indicating what still had to be done; this, Eckermann tells us, was in order ‘to instil a new passion and enthusiasm in Goethe for the work that was discontinued and laid aside for many years’ (10 August 1824).

The completion of Dichtung und Wahrheit was hampered by the overriding project of Goethe’s last decade: Part Two of Faust. Many conversations concern this work, and to follow them requires a first-hand knowledge of the text. In particular, the ‘Classical Walpurgis Night’ which forms Act II presented great challenges, since it draws on often recondite classical sources. Eckermann, despite lacking a classical education, did his best to enter into this imaginative world; for example, he read the mythographic book by the philosopher Schelling on ancient Greek mystery cults (17 February 1831).

Goethe undoubtedly set great store by Eckermann’s practical and moral support. He acknowledged it in conversation with another Weimar friend, Chancellor von Müller: ‘Eckermann knows best how to extort [extorquieren] literary productions from me, thanks to his intelligent appreciation of anything that I have already accomplished or begun. It is mainly because of him that I am continuing with Faust and that the first two Acts of Part Two are almost complete.’3 He paid Eckermann another tribute when writing to his Scottish admirer Thomas Carlyle in 1831: ‘His delicate yet also lively, I might say passionate feeling is of great value to me, since I tell him about much that remains unpublished and unused, and he has the delightful gift of appreciating what exists, as a satisfied reader, but can also state clearly what needs to be done in respect of feeling and taste.’4

What did Goethe give Eckermann in return for his invaluable services? He never formally employed Eckermann and so never paid him a salary. Eckermann often dined at Goethe’s table, and Goethe provided him with free tickets for the theatre, to which he was passionately devoted. Goethe also arranged for the University of Jena to confer a doctorate on Eckermann on the strength of the Beyträge; having a title was important in the hierarchical society of Weimar, where even a grammar-school teacher such as Riemer bore the title of Professor. Lacking a secure income, however, Eckermann lived for some time on the substantial ex gratia payment he had received from Cotta before the publication of the Beyträge. He then, thanks to Goethe’s influence, became attached to an establishment kept by one Professor Melos to accommodate the many young Englishmen who visited Weimar, and where Eckermann was to teach them German. In return, Eckermann benefited from their company to improve his knowledge of English; Goethe had urged him to learn English so that he could read Byron in the original. This enabled Eckermann to live from hand to mouth. Since 1819, however, he had been engaged to Johanna (or Johanne) Bertram, who was waiting, not always patiently, in Hanover for the day when Eckermann could afford to marry her and set up house with her.

An opportunity seemed to offer itself later in 1824, when Eckermann was invited to work for an English journal, the European Review (edited by Alexander Walker), by supplying monthly reports on the latest German literature. The remuneration would have enabled Eckermann to marry. Moreover, the European Review, though it ran only from 1824 to 1826, was a highly regarded journal with distinguished contributors, and would have increased Eckermann’s reputation. But Goethe, as we see from the conversation of 3 December 1824, firmly squashed the idea. It is one of the very few occasions when Eckermann describes Goethe as frowning. Goethe points out that the work would be extremely time-consuming, and advises him not to spread himself too thin. That was practical advice, especially since Eckermann was too conscientious just to skim-read books; on the other hand, he was spreading himself thin anyway by teaching, which he did not enjoy, and he would of course have had considerably less time to assist Goethe. Goethe knew about Eckermann’s marriage plans, and spoke of them with sympathy, to judge from a long verbatim report of Goethe’s words in a letter Eckermann sent Johanna on 13 February 1825.5 But he was in no hurry to advance them.

The project in which Eckermann invested his hopes was of course the Conversations with Goethe. Eckermann began writing up conversations as early as 1823, and showed samples to Goethe for the latter’s approval in May or June 1825. It is not clear whether the possibility of publishing the Conversations was raised at this stage. But the idea was obvious. Goethe himself had read Thomas Medwin’s Conversations of Lord Byron and Las Cases’ recollections of Napoleon on St Helena. Such celebrity memoirs with a strong claim to authenticity were immensely popular. By 1826 Eckermann was not only thinking of publishing the Conversations but of having them translated into English by one of his pupils, Heavyside, who might further have helped to get them published by John Murray, famous as the publisher of Byron and Scott. Goethe, however, advised Eckermann to postpone any thoughts of publication until he had completed his job of editing the correspondence between Goethe and Schiller. When Eckermann returned to the idea in 1830, Goethe put his foot down, as Eckermann reports: ‘Goethe had not given his approval for the early publication of my Conversations, which meant that I had to give up the idea of embarking successfully on a purely literary career’ (see p. 364).

There is no doubt that Eckermann admired, revered, and even loved Goethe. But his relation to Goethe was also a kind of thralldom, and in 1830 he very briefly rebelled. In that year, Goethe’s son August, whose physical and psychological health was poor, wanted to travel to Italy, and Goethe asked Eckermann to accompany him. While this was a great opportunity for Eckermann to see the country that Goethe had written about eloquently in his Italienische Reise (Italian Journey, 1816–17), August was not the ideal travelling companion; he and Eckermann did not get on, he was a heavy drinker and a philanderer, and Eckermann may well have been expected to keep him out of trouble. When the two arrived in Genoa, Eckermann fell ill. This provided a reason (possibly a pretext) for returning to Weimar. Eckermann left August to continue his journey to Rome (where he died of a stroke, aged only forty, on 27 October), and went, not straight back to Weimar, but to Geneva, where the manuscript of the Conversations was in the keeping of his and Goethe’s friend Frédéric Soret.

From Geneva, Eckermann wrote Goethe a long letter, of which a heavily edited version appears in the Conversations (12 September 1830). First Eckermann explains why he and August parted company: Eckermann fell ill, August advised him not to travel any further, and a letter opportunely arrived from Goethe, saying that Eckermann would be welcome to return. Eckermann also expresses anxiety about the manuscript of the Conversations, which needs much further polishing and is at present in Soret’s hands. This both justifies Eckermann’s visiting Geneva, and hints strongly at the importance of getting the Conversations published. He then tells how he heard that August had had an accident in Spezia and broken his collarbone, how he declared himself ready to rejoin August if asked, and how he stayed in Geneva for a fortnight until he heard that August had made a full recovery. All this serves to secure Eckermann against any reproaches for not coming straight back to Weimar or not returning to August. There follows a long account of his own situation, of which only scraps are included in the Conversations. Eckermann reiterates his desire to see the Conversations published. He then describes the drawbacks of his position in Weimar:


My life in Weimar hitherto has of course been very precarious and anxious, since in any quarter [of the year] I never knew what I would be living on in the next, and giving lessons to young Englishmen, which I was obliged to do, was, with a few exceptions, extremely disagreeable, since such young gentlemen raised in the lap of luxury always feel how much better their situation is than their teacher’s, and this feeling is clear, even unintentionally, and hurtful, even if no harm is meant. Moreover, in order to coexist with a pupil and have some influence on him, I had to adapt myself to his individuality, and, in doing so, to give up my own. That often happens in life and does no damage. But when it continues for several hours a day over many years, it has a very damaging influence on the mind, character and aims of an adaptable and patient person, especially if that person is still resolved, when time at last allows, to act in a way that springs from his innermost nature. I put up with it in Weimar because there was no help for it, in view of higher purposes, and because I wanted to learn a language which I had no other way of acquiring. But to return to such destructive and degrading circumstances is something I would never do, and it would still be desirable for me to obtain in some other way a life free from worries.6



Thanks to Soret, Eckermann has been offered a post in charge of a library and reading room in Weimar, but he has no intention of accepting it. Instead, he would prefer to move to Berlin, a great capital city with its own Academy (the Prussian Academy of Sciences) and a busy intellectual life. But, he concludes, ‘I can do nothing without you, without your blessing and approval.’

From this last sentence, one can see that it was really impossible for Eckermann to break away from Goethe. He returned to Weimar, where he found that, thanks to the influence of the ever-helpful Soret, he could have a regular salary for tutoring the Crown Prince, Karl Alexander. He accepted the offer and was at last able to marry, though marriage required sacrifices. Since 1828 he had had a romantic friendship with a young actress, Auguste Kladzig, though he had controlled himself enough to stop short of a full-blown love affair. He was not only an enthusiastic birdwatcher, but had a large collection of birds which were allowed to fly about freely in his house. A bachelor could indulge such passions, a married man could not: the birds had to go. His marriage anyway was short. After being engaged since 1819, Eckermann and Johanna were married in November 1831; Johanna died in spring 1834 giving birth to a boy, Karl (who survived, and proved a good son to his father).

The Conversations are Eckermann’s lasting claim to fame and a major addition to German literature. Parts One and Two appeared with the publisher Brockhaus in 1836. Eckermann was disappointed by the sales and took the publisher to court, claiming that he had been denied the proceeds due to him, but lost his case. Part Three accordingly appeared with another publisher, Heinrichshofen, in 1848. This was unfortunate timing: in the Year of Revolutions, people had little attention to spare for books. Nevertheless, the Conversations have become a classic.

But a classic in which genre? Eckermann insisted that he was not a mere passive recorder of Goethe’s sayings, but an artist in his own right. He explained his methods most fully in a letter of 5 March 1844 to the journalist and dramatist Heinrich Laube:


Many people have thought that my production is merely the work of a good memory, mechanically reflecting the impressions it receives. I can certainly boast of possessing this gift to my full satisfaction; but if I possessed it to the degree that people credit me with, and if this faculty alone had operated in the composition of my book, the result would have been something without any lofty effect, similar to the commonplace reality of photographs.



Instead, Eckermann practised selection:


I therefore took care not to write down my impressions as soon as I received them; rather, I waited for days and weeks so that the trivial should vanish and only the significant should remain. Indeed, the better parts were written down only after a year or so, and some passages even later. I wrote up the conversation of 11 March 1828 only in the year 1842, after fourteen years. My recollections of it, as you can imagine, were only vague. I went to my diary, but found only this note: ‘Tuesday, 11 March, at Goethe’s in the evening, interesting conversation, productivity, genius, Napoleon, Prussia.’ That certainly wasn’t much, and I felt almost like a sculptor who is presented only with a piece of the left hand and the right calf of an ancient statue, and is supposed to restore the entire statue from them. But the subject was still floating dimly before my mind, and after long contemplation the main parts became clear and arranged themselves in the proper order, according to the laws of intellectual crystallization. Of course it wasn’t easy, and this one conversation took me four whole weeks.7



We should not, therefore, regard the Conversations as a strictly factual report, but rather as an imaginative recreation of Eckermann’s meetings with Goethe. Continuing Eckermann’s pictorial imagery, they are not like a photograph, but more like a painting by Joshua Reynolds or Goethe’s admired contemporary Angelika Kauffmann. On the most trivial level, Eckermann sometimes gets dates wrong. Thus 10 November 1823 was not a Wednesday, as Eckermann says, but a Monday.8 Eckermann’s account of the composition of Faust II sometimes differs from other sources, notably Goethe’s own diaries, and is internally inconsistent: thus Goethe is said to begin work on Act IV both on 30 November 1830 and on 11 February 1831.9 Goethe cannot have mentioned his poem ‘Vermächtnis’ on 6 May 1827, since he wrote it in 1829 (see 12 February 1829).

Part Three of the Conversations raises particular doubts about authenticity. To supplement the unused material in his notes, Eckermann was allowed by Soret to use extensive records of meetings with Goethe that Soret himself had made. Eckermann marks the material obtained from Soret with an asterisk. Hence many statements that Goethe actually made to Soret now appear to have been made to Eckermann: for example, the well-known misunderstanding when Goethe is excited about events in France and turns out to be referring not to the July Revolution but to a scientific dispute (2 August 1830) actually occurred with Soret.10 Eckermann doubtless felt that, since Goethe said this, it hardly mattered to whom he said it. Soret, a native speaker of French whose German was imperfect, made his notes in French and may not always have understood German conversation; so the Soret material Eckermann uses has been translated twice, first by Soret into French, and then by Eckermann back into German. Not all the Soret material is identified with an asterisk: for example, the conversation about French literature on 14 March 1830 comes largely from Soret, and deals in any case with a subject more congenial to Soret than to Eckermann.11

In Part Three Eckermann himself becomes more prominent. He gives long accounts of his dreams (12 March 1828; 21 December 1828). He also includes some famous set-pieces which seem to have been composed with unusual freedom and in which Eckermann, instead of deferring to Goethe, actually instructs him. There is the conversation about archery (1 May 1825), in which Eckermann explains the construction of an arrow and the two then go out shooting. Although Eckermann has been suspected of inventing this, it is confirmed by a letter in which he tells his fiancée how he and Goethe shot arrows in Goethe’s garden.12 Another set-piece, a favourite among readers, is the long conversation of 26 September 1827 in which the birdwatcher Eckermann for once turns out to know more about a subject than Goethe does, and delivers a lecture on ornithology. It is impossible to say how far this is based on a real event and how far Eckermann has allowed his enthusiasm to run away with him.

Since Eckermann did not aim at photographic accuracy, we must accept a large measure of artistic stylization. From other sources, especially the recollections by Chancellor von Müller, we know that Goethe did not always speak in the measured and dignified manner attributed to him here. Like most people, he was apt to say ‘hm, hm’ when searching for a word; his conversation included scraps of Italian and Latin, which Eckermann leaves out; and he could be colloquial, even vulgar. Talking to Müller in 1830 about what he considered the current crisis of religion, Goethe reportedly said: ‘Since people have come to understand how much rubbish has been imposed on them, and since they started believing that the apostles and saints were no better fellows than lads like Klopstock, Lessing and other poor sods [Hundsfötter] like ourselves, their heads must be in an amazing muddle.’13 Eckermann’s Goethe says nothing like this. Nor was Goethe in the habit of delivering long monologues, such as Eckermann often puts into his mouth, clearly in order to combine a number of remembered remarks on the same subject.

Moreover, the Goethe of the Conversations is almost always serene. We only twice see him angry, once when Eckermann wants to write for the European Review, and again when Eckermann rashly criticizes the theory of colour (19 February 1829). When Eckermann borrows from Soret the account of Goethe receiving portraits of himself and of a beautiful actress (6 June 1828), he omits what followed. Müller, wishing to see both portraits, went into the next room, where that of Goethe was hanging, but did not come back. Goethe went in search of him and found that Müller had gone into a further room to see the portrait of the actress. Thereupon Goethe flew into a furious rage, shouting at Müller: ‘Come out of there! One only has to leave you alone for a minute, and your curiosity leads you into an indiscretion!’ After a further tirade, he went out, slamming the door, and left Müller and Soret dumbfounded. However, according to Soret, Goethe often treated Müller in this way, and the next day they would be good friends again.14

Eckermann had his own agenda. Naturally he wanted to express his own hero-worship. ‘I had a hero to deal with’, he told Laube in 1844.15 He also wanted to defend Goethe against his many detractors. A writer’s reputation often declines after his death, and this happened to Goethe too. The posthumous publication of Faust II, a great but perplexing work which few early readers could make any sense of, reinforced his reputation for wilful obscurity. For much of the nineteenth century Goethe was widely considered inferior to Schiller. Schiller’s plays and poems were not only accessible but full of quotable sentiments; he had a blameless domestic life; and most of his plays were rousing defences of political liberty. By contrast, Goethe, even during his lifetime, was denounced as a ‘Fürstenknecht’ or servile vassal to a prince. The radical writers of the Young German movement especially pressed this charge. Heinrich Heine, who sympathized with the movement from a distance, observed in 1828, in a review of a book hostile to Goethe: ‘The principle of the age of Goethe, the idea of art, is fading, a new age with a new principle is arising, and strange! as Menzel’s book shows, it is beginning with an insurrection against Goethe.’16 To the Young Germans, demanding the politicization of art, both Goethe’s situation in Weimar, and the classical ideal of art that he upheld, were deeply reprehensible. The radical journalist Ludwig Börne, an exile in Paris, went so far as to declare: ‘Since I began to feel, I have hated Goethe; since I began to think, I have known why.’17

In response to such utterances, Eckermann presents Goethe’s political views in a favourable and moderate light. Goethe may well have said everything that Eckermann attributes to him, yet the statement about freedom – ‘If a man has just enough freedom to live a healthy life and carry on his trade, then he has sufficient – and that much anyone can easily have’ (18 January 1827) – strongly resembles the statement by the hero of Egmont: ‘A good citizen earning his living by honest work will always enjoy all the liberty he needs.’18 It is hard to tell whether this resemblance shows the continuity of Goethe’s thinking, or Eckermann’s immersion in Goethe’s works. Eckermann pointedly makes Goethe deplore the contamination of literature by ‘party hatred’ (2 May 1831). In the last conversation of the 1836 edition, Goethe again deplores the association between politics and poetry (March 1832); by placing these remarks at the end, Eckermann makes them appear like a kind of testament.

It would be too easy at this point to charge Eckermann with suppressing the real Goethe and creating the well-known image of Goethe the wise and serene Olympian. To return to Eckermann’s pictorial image, however, this is not a photograph but a portrait, and if one is having one’s portrait painted for posterity one may well pose in one’s best clothes. The Conversations may be stylized and one-sided, and very different from the rounded presentation of Samuel Johnson which James Boswell undertook to provide in another classic work of biography (which Eckermann did not know).19 But they are not a fabrication – in contrast, for example, to Gustav Janouch’s Conversations with Kafka, which probably contain a few remarks Kafka made but are for the most part a shameless invention.20 Some remarks attributed
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