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MOZART’S JOURNEY TO PRAGUE AND A SELECTION OF POEMS

EDUARD MÖRIKE (1804–75) was the seventh child of a large family in Ludwigsburg (Württemberg). His father was a doctor who died when Mörike was thirteen. He studied theology in Tübingen and became a Protestant pastor in 1834, a profession in which he was seldom happy and from which he retired after nine years. His novel Maler Noten was published in 1832 and a first volume of poetry in 1838. Between 1851 and 1866 he taught literature at a seminary in Stuttgart, and continued to write, including his masterpiece Mozart’s Journey to Prague (1855). Mörike never travelled beyond his native Württemberg and led a quiet and increasingly reclusive life with his Catholic wife and two daughters. He spent the last decade of his life in virtual solitude, anxious to avoid the fame his writing had brought him.
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Introduction

As the half-forgotten author of poems which are among the most remarkable in the German language but became famous chiefly as the texts of songs, and of a minor masterpiece of imaginative musical biography, an inspired narrative prose poem about Mozart which lives chiefly in the borrowed glory of the greater masterpiece it celebrates, Eduard Mörike suffers the paradox of owing his exalted but inconspicuous place in German literary history largely to the genius of others. How many readers, even in Germany, listening to the most exquisite of Hugo Wolf’s Mörike settings, remember who wrote the words, and how many will understand the modest and mysterious title of Mozart auf der Reise nach Prag (literally Mozart en route to Prague) if they do not already know the story as a Mozartian fantasy, a brilliant literary footnote to Don Giovanni? And yet it seriously distorts Mörike’s achievement to overlook either the story itself or the poetry to which it is closely related. Both are Mörike’s essential legacy: Mozart’s Journey to Prague, a work created at the height of his maturity but charmed into existence by memories that went back thirty years to the beginning of his adult life, and the lyrical development to which it essentially belongs.

Mörike lived all his life hidden away in south-west Germany, in the cultural region of Swabia, corresponding approximately to the political territory of Württemberg, in which he was born in 1804 and whose borders he almost never crossed. 1804, as it happened, was the year in which Napoleon became Emperor of the French and began rearranging Germany. The old medieval Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation still nominally existed during the first two years of Mörike’s life, and Württemberg, also the native land of Schiller and Hölderlin, was a medium-sized state within it, half Catholic and half Protestant. Napoleon, to reward the reigning Duke who had earned his favour, made the duchy a kingdom in 1805, before abolishing the Empire in 1806; and Württemberg was still a medium-sized kingdom when another German Empire, this time courtesy of Bismarck, came into being four years before Mörike’s death in 1875. The poet had been virtually untouched by these events or by any of the intervening political perturbations of the nineteenth century. He remained an introverted and neglected provincial dreamer, though in his later life he did gain some recognition in Germany, even outside the Swabian heartlands. Even in Germany, after his death, he was again forgotten for about another thirty years, but from the turn of the century until now German literary scholars have taken an increasing interest in him, and a historical-critical complete edition of his works and letters, begun in 1967, is still being slowly put together. In England and elsewhere outside his linguistic sphere he remains almost entirely unknown.

Mörike’s native Ludwigsburg had been built near Stuttgart at the beginning of the eighteenth century, in the formal Italianate style, as a garrison town and the summer residence of the Württemberg court. His mother was a Protestant clergyman’s daughter and his father at first considered adopting the same career, but became a doctor instead and died from a stroke in 1817. There were thirteen children, of whom seven survived infancy; Eduard’s brothers Karl and August and his sisters Luise and Klara were especially close to him. His education seems to have been based from the outset on the assumption that he would become a pastor like his grandfather, though personal suitability or conviction commonly played a lesser part in such decisions than the fact that the Church offered long years of elaborate vocational training at public expense, leading eventually to modest but secure life-long employment. When Eduard was thirteen, the traumatic loss of his father threatened to interrupt this programme; fortunately, his rich and cultivated uncle Friedrich Eberhard von Georgii, a high legal official, offered him hospitality for a year to enable him to complete the first stage of his schooling. Living in his uncle’s large rococo mansion in Stuttgart, the boy encountered the ancien régime elegance he was later to celebrate in Mozart’s Journey to Prague, as well as being encouraged to further study of the Latin and Greek classics to which his poetry is substantially indebted.

Mörike failed his all-important Landexamen at the age of fourteen, but his uncle’s influence nevertheless secured his admission to the Lower Theological Seminary in Urach, an enchanting small fortified town surrounded by wooded hills, one of the medieval Swabian duchies. His commitment to theological studies was less than total, but he was later to remember his years in Urach with great nostalgia. It was here, and later at the Theological Seminary in Tübingen, that he formed close youthful friendships, some of them lifelong, as with Wilhelm Hartlaub, who, like Mörike himself, ended up as a simple village pastor, and Johannes Mährlen, who became a Professor of Economics at the Stuttgart Polytechnic. With Ludwig Bauer, a fellow poet whom he met at Tübingen and who was to remain one of his chief intimates, Mörike found, Tolkien-like, that he could construct elaborate private mythologies: the imaginary remote island kingdom of Orplid, with its tutelary goddess Weyla, its lineage of kings and disappearing civilization, was their joint invention, and was to play a significant part in Mörike’s rambling, never-finished novel Maler Nolten (Nolten the Painter) as well as in some of his poems. Other friends included the future critic and scholar Friedrich Theodor Vischer and the future philosopher David Friedrich Strauss, both of whom he had known since their early schooldays together. Vischer and Strauss had little patience with Mörike’s interest in Märchen and myth, but were to retain a stimulating influence on him. Strauss later made himself notorious by suggesting in his Das Leben Jesu (Life of Jesus, 1835–6), a book which cost him his university career, that the Gospel narratives were themselves mythical.

On record from Mörike’s years as a theological student, more especially after his move to Tübingen in 1822, are some emotional experiences that found their way into his verse: his childhood association with his cousin Klara Neuffer, for instance, had developed into an adolescent romance, but in 1823 she gave him up in favour of another candidate for the ministry. Much more traumatic and of lasting effect, as it seems, was his infatuation with the mysterious Maria Meyer (1802–65), a beautiful and unstable girl of questionable reputation. Her unmarried mother Helena Meyer had been the weak sister in a large and otherwise respectable Swiss family, and had ended in the local workhouse, the paternity of her several children remaining obscure. The adolescent Maria, who probably suffered from epilepsy as well as religious hysteria, had for a time been a protégée of Juliane von Krüdener, a mad Baltic baroness who travelled around Switzerland in 1817 as the leader of a peripatetic evangelical sect, before retiring to her Livonian estates and never again emerging. Maria was now also, like her mother, locked up in Schaffhausen and put to work knitting and spinning, but released in 1819. Her movements during the next four years are uncertain, but in 1823 she was found by a Ludwigsburg innkeeper lying unconscious beside the road from Stuttgart, and entered his employ as a ‘bartender’. One of her many male visitors at the inn was the painter Rudolf Lohbauer, an intimate friend of Mörike’s, and it was thus that the latter, visiting Ludwigsburg during the Easter vacation of 1823, met ‘Peregrina’, as he was to call her in his poems. Maria, apart from her remarkable beauty, was not without some degree of cultivation, and her personality fascinated a number of those who met her. She liked to make a mystery of herself and would tell fanciful stories about her origins and her family. Whether or not Mörike, like Lohbauer in all probability, became her lover for a time (and everything that might be evidence of this has been carefully destroyed) there is no doubt that she stirred his emotions more deeply than any other woman in his life. After returning to Tübingen he and Lohbauer kept up a correspondence with her, until suddenly and without explanation she vanished from Ludwigsburg and resumed her wandering lifestyle. The following year she reappeared in Tübingen and sought out Mörike, who refused to see her. Torn by conflicting feelings, he characteristically took refuge at home in Stuttgart with his mother and his sister Luise, in whom he had confided. In 1826 Maria again tried to visit him in Tübingen, but again he would not see her; evidently this was in self-defence, a shrinking retreat from a passion that had disturbed him too painfully. Maria returned to Switzerland, where she eventually married a carpenter’s apprentice in her native Schaffhausen and tried to make an honest living with him; Mörike never learnt of this change of heart, having long ago lost touch with her. The five poems he eventually published as a cycle under the title ‘Peregrina’ are partly more direct, partly more stylized and fictionalized treatments of the Maria Meyer experience. The first and fourth in particular, set to music by Wolf with incomparable pathos, momentarily reveal the tragic depths of feeling of which the poet was capable. His novel Maler Nolten incorporates four of them, and develops ‘Peregrina’ as one of the central figures of the story: the wandering, mentally deranged gipsy Elisabeth, who evidently symbolizes the darker side of the hero’s nature. The mysterious power she exercises over him frustrates all his attempts to integrate himself by marriage into normal society, and in the end destroys him as well as Elisabeth herself, though their fatal bond seems to continue on a mystic plane after their death.

In 1824, the year of Mörike’s renunciation of Maria, two other significant events occurred in his life within a few days of each other. One was his visit to the Hoftheater in Stuttgart with his favourite brother August, his sister Luise and two friends, to see a performance of Don Giovanni. This was his first, never-to-be-forgotten introduction to Mozart’s greatest and most disturbing opera. Five days after they had seen it together the seventeen-year-old August died suddenly in mysterious circumstances. The family had on financial grounds dissuaded him from his chosen career of medicine, and as a compromise he had taken a job as an apothecary’s assistant in Ludwigsburg. On the morning in question he was found dead in the cellar at his place of work, having apparently poisoned himself. The town’s medical officer, to spare the family of his deceased colleague, officially certified a ‘nervous stroke’ as the cause of death. The shock to Eduard, as one of the few who probably knew the truth, was profound, and left its trace in a poem not written, or at least not published, until thirteen years later, the ode ‘To an Aeolian Harp’ (‘An eine Äolsharfe’, 1837), in which the motif of lamentation for the death of a beloved boy is muted in the text of the poem itself, but reinforced in the Latin epigraph. Mörike appears to have felt that the two events of 1824, so close to each other in time – the encounter with Don Giovanni and the death of August – were a significant coincidence, and it seems likely that this was the early emotional and imaginative root of Mozart’s Journey to Prague, which is in fact not only a celebration of the composer’s genius but also a meditation on his tragically early death and on mortality in general. The story ends with a poem, ‘Denk es, o Seele’ (‘O soul, remember’), a lyrical memento mori now relatively well known as an anthology piece, which Mörike actually wrote in 1851 and which may at first not have specifically referred to Mozart. In 1855, passing it off as a Bohemian folk-song, he incorporated it into Mozart’s Journey as the story’s concluding comment.

After four years as a seminarist at Urach and four at Tübingen, Mörike passed his final examination in 1826, though without great distinction. He was now required to practise for some years as a curate or supply-preacher (Vikar) before being given a parish of his own. This interim period was in his case unusually prolonged and peripatetic; he was plagued by scruples about his suitability for the ministry (he had, for instance, considerable sympathy for the views of his friend David Strauss) and kept applying for release from his duties on the grounds or pretext of ill health. He considered seriously whether he might be able to earn his living as a freelance writer, and even resigned his curacy for more than a year to try this out, but soon realized that despite the burdens of his vocation, the stability and security it could offer made it, if he was to be a poet, the least unacceptable option. Fortunately the Church authorities treated him with considerable tolerance. Mörike’s Vikariat lasted eight years and involved ten transfers from parish to parish. One of them was the parish of Plattenhardt, to which he was assigned in May 1829, shortly after his year of absence. Here the incumbent had recently died, and his widow and daughter, the twenty-two-year-old Luise Rau, were still living in the parish house; Mörike fell in love with Luise and they quickly became engaged. Over the next four years he wrote passionate and exalted letters to her, overwhelmed her with poems, urged her to read Goethe and Lichtenberg. What the unsophisticated Luise understandably wanted, however, was above all a husband who would be settled in his own parish, as her late father had been, and she and her mother became less and less confident that the eccentric and frequently ailing Mörike would ever be fit for this role. The engagement was broken off in 1833. Less than a year later, however, in May 1834, the consistory did at last appoint the wayward Vikar to a living of his own, in the tiny village of Cleversulzbach near Heilbronn. Mörike took his mother and sister to live with him there instead of a wife.

On the face of it, settling down at Cleversulzbach should have been entirely favourable to his genius: a peaceful sedentary existence, freedom from interference, time enough to wait for the moment of inspiration – this was exactly what he himself said it needed. And in fact, at Cleversulzbach, he published the first collection of his poems in 1838, and in 1840 a ‘Classical Anthology’ of Latin and Greek poetry, in his own translations or in edited versions of others. But the rural idyll of the contented country parson, the role in which Mörike was long to be stereotyped, was not what it seemed. Everything was to his liking – except his actual job of preaching, which remained a torment to him. He himself now required supply-preachers, he continued to ask for frequent sick leave, he borrowed sermons from his old friend and more dedicated colleague Wilhelm Hartlaub, who had his own parish not far away at Wermutshausen. Again the consistory was patient; but in the end Mörike had no option but to write formally (this being the démarche required in such cases) to the Landesvater, King William I of Württemberg, asking to be released from his office. His request was granted immediately: at thirty-nine, Mörike became a country parson in early retirement and on half pay. His mother had died at Cleversulzbach, and he and his sister Klara now stayed with Hartlaub and his family for six months, before moving to the health resort of Bad Mergentheim. Here again he was free to spend his days as he pleased, writing, reading, drawing, collecting stones, but marriage seemed financially impossible. In Mergentheim, however, Klara formed a bosom friendship with the twenty-seven-year-old Margarethe Speeth, the daughter of their landlord Valentin von Speeth, a retired army officer who had served in Napoleon’s Russian campaign. Mörike felt drawn into the relationship between the ‘two dear sisters’, partly because Margarethe, like Luise Rau, had recently become fatherless: the veteran of Borodino, commending his daughter to Eduard’s care, had died a few months after the Mörikes moved into his house. Apparently on the basis of a proposal of marriage which must in effect have been from the brother and sister jointly, the three continued to live together for six years, an arrangement which no doubt attracted some local comment, if only because Margarethe was a Catholic like everyone else in Mergentheim. The marriage was officially formalized in 1851, the parties having decided to move back to Stuttgart and settle there.

Stuttgart, the capital of Württemberg, now became Mörike’s permanent place of residence, and it was here, in middle life, that he began to enjoy increased reputation, even something like fame. He found himself under royal patronage, received in audience by the King, appointed to give weekly lectures on literature at Stuttgart’s Katharinenstift, a finishing-school for young ladies founded by William’s previous wife Catherine. It was an aristocratic but relatively liberal institution, with an international clientele; its director was a friend and admirer of Mörike’s who had been active on his behalf. The Queen now even attended one of the poet’s lectures, accompanied by her ladies-in-waiting, her small dog and her knitting. His salary began very modestly but was rapidly and generously increased, and he was kept on full pay after his retirement in 1866. In 1852 he was awarded an honorary doctorate at Tübingen, and became a titular professor by royal decree four years later. His reputation was now spreading to other parts of Germany and beyond. In 1856 he received, but declined, an offer of patronage from King Maximilian II of Bavaria, who invited him to settle in Munich. In 1855 and 1857 respectively two eminent literary figures from the remotest north, the Novelle-writer Theodor Storm and the dramatist Friedrich Hebbel, entered into correspondence with him and came to visit him in Stuttgart; another visitor, in 1865, was Ivan Turgenev, who came to demonstrate to the poet that he could recite ‘The Auld Steeplecock’ (‘Der alte Turmhahn’, 1840, 1852) by heart. Mörike’s two daughters were born at this time, Fanny in 1855 and Marie in 1857. The marriage itself, however, was gradually and predictably being destroyed by the jealous tensions between Klara and Margarethe; a long overdue separation was agreed in 1873, Margarethe going to live with Fanny and Mörike with Klara and Marie. The last years of his life were increasingly barren and isolated. He found the growing number of admiring visitors irksome, and kept changing his lodgings to avoid them. After his separation from Margarethe he withdrew into seclusion with his sister and younger daughter, increasingly frail and refusing to see anyone except his oldest friends. He died, almost in penury, on 6 June 1875, after a show of reconciliation with Margarethe only a few days earlier.

Mörike belongs to the elite of European poets who lack massiveness of output, and whom some would for this reason exclude from the category of greatness. By the same token, Goethe owes his commanding position in literature generally, his quasi-Shakespearian status, not least to the sheer volume and diversity of his writings. But we should remember that Coleridge, author of two of the greatest poems ever written in English (‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ and ‘Kubla Khan’), wrote virtually nothing else; and that much the same might be said of, for example, Hölderlin, Keats, Baudelaire and T. S. Eliot. As a compromise, Mörike has been called a great minor poet. Alternatively, certain features of his relatively exiguous work – his variety of forms, his development from a lush romantic manner in his youth to his own kind of classical maturity – perhaps qualify him to be described as a minor provincial Goethe. But Mörike, here again resembling Goethe, both invites and resists definition, as does the nineteenth century generally, which we must probably call the age of realism, or of the transition from romanticism to realism, or of realism in its various subclassifications such as poetic realism and bourgeois realism. If Mörike has a terminological home, it is somewhere here. For the early-to-middle part of the century there is also, as German literary historians tell us, the term ‘Biedermeier’ (the Biedermeier epoch, the Biedermeier style). Having originally done duty in literary and social satire, then in application to a modest and elegant style of furniture, interior decoration and painting, ‘Biedermeier’ was extended to serious literature by later critics but has never become very serviceable or fashionable for English readers. It does not designate a ‘school’ or project, but a trend, detectable in a certain number of writers in different genres and independently of each other, of whom Mörike was certainly one. It was appropriate to an epoch of extreme political conservatism, the Metternich police state, in which the intellectual middle classes could do little but retire, so to speak, to their respective provinces. If there is a ‘Biedermeier’ attitude, it is one of disillusioned withdrawal from political engagement of any kind, as well as from passionate love and anything else that might disturb the resigned tranquillity, the aurea mediocritas of life. This quietistic ideal is perfectly expressed by Mörike in at least two of his most characteristic poems, ‘Seclusion’ (‘Verborgenheit’, 1832) and ‘A Prayer’ (‘Gebet’, 1832, 1845–6). The term ‘Biedermeier’ is also often applied to the Austrian novelist and Novelle-writer Adalbert Stifter, the Austrian dramatist Grillparzer and some other less-well-known figures. But there is much to be said for preferring, in the case of Mörike, the label ‘poetic realist’, given the widely recognized special affinity between what is called poetic realism and the Novelle form as such, and given in particular the central importance, in his work as a whole, of his Novelle about Mozart.

The term Novelle was borrowed by Goethe from the Italian word novella, a story or item of news. He saw it exemplified in Boccaccio’s Decameron, which he attempted to imitate, adopting in particular Boccaccio’s device of a cycle of stories within a narrative frame. Goethe thought of the Novelle as a story reporting some novel or interesting event, and as one that made some use of the framing technique. Since his time, these and certain other features (such as careful construction, condensation, flashback narratives, dramatic elements, a central symbolic object or moment) have more or less attached themselves to the Novelle tradition, though whether they are in fact formally essential to it is not certain. Some critics indeed have been content to define the Novelle simply as ‘eine Erzählung mittlerer Länge’, a tale of middling length, what we would call a long-short story. The matter remains controversial, and there is not even a generally agreed distinction of form or content between the Novelle and the Erzählung. The first and, some would say, still unsurpassed master story-teller in German literature, Heinrich von Kleist, published his tales (1810) simply as Erzählungen, and this was also, in the twentieth century, the term preferred by Thomas Mann and Kafka. On the other hand, we should probably try to distinguish the Novelle from the Märchen. Mörike wrote a small number of stories, none of them important except Mozart’s Journey to Prague; some of them (including Mozart’s Journey) he called Novellen and others Märchen, but he does not seem to have had in mind any clear criterion for the distinction. It seems probable, however, that a Novelle is intended as a more ‘realistic’ story, and that a realistic story is thought of as one excluding all fantastic or supernatural material, one that operates entirely within the world of social and historical reality. The word Märchen, on the other hand, is usually mistranslated into English as ‘fairy-tale’, which as Tolkien has pointed out would be all right if by ‘fairy’ we understood not a small white creature with wings, but the world of féerie (faery), the folk-tale world of wish-fulfilments, the world (as the brothers Grimm called it in their famous collection) of ‘once upon a time, when wishing still helped’ (wo das Wünschen noch geholfen hat), the world of magic spells, of be-wishments (Verwünschungen) which are bewitchments. ‘Realism’ only exists here in an indirect sense, as the communication of inner, psychological realities. Stories of this kind, which for clarity’s sake should really be called folk-tales (Volksmärchen) or tales of magic (Zaubermärchen), are anonymous or of obscure origin, like the traditional folk-songs (Volkslieder) which were seen as a parallel manifestation of the folk psyche. To German romanticism in its high phase, coinciding roughly with the period of the Napoleonic wars between 1805 and 1815, both were objects of the most intense interest, as attested by the collection by Arnim and Brentano of more than 700 German folk-songs under the title Des Knaben Wunderhorn (The Boy’s Magic Horn, 1805–8) and of the even more monumental Kinder- und Hausmärchen (Household Tales for Children, 1812–) by the brothers Jakob and Wilhelm Grimm, which laid the foundation of European folklore studies. These were two of the most important documents of the German romantic movement.

A further development was the artificial or literary Märchen (Kunstmärchen) which the author wrote under his own name, blending folk-tale material with his own narrative and themes and comments, usually to more or less ironic effect. These hybrid creations were denominated by coinages such as Märchen-Novellen or even Novellen-Märchen. The Danish tales (1835–) of Hans Christian Andersen, well known in England, belong to this mixed genre, and a brilliant example from the German romantic period is Adalbert von Chamisso’s Peter Schlemihls wundersame Geschichte (The Strange History of Peter Schlemihl, 1813), which uses several traditional folk-motifs: the devil’s bargain, the man without a shadow, the magic purse, the magic bird’s-nest, the cap of invisibility and the seven-league boots. It has been widely described as a pure romantic Märchen, though Thomas Mann called it ‘ eine phantastische Novelle’. Three years earlier, and in some ways standing apart from romanticism in general, the eight stories of Kleist appeared, a year before his suicide. None of them could be called a Märchen; some are chronicles as strictly realistic or naturalistic as present-day detective stories (Das Erdbeben in Chili [The Earthquake in Chile], Die Verlobung in Sankt Domingo [The Betrothal in Santo Domingo], Der Zweikampf [The Duel]); in others the supernatural intrudes to some extent (the ghost in Das Bettelweib von Locarno [The Beggarwoman of Locarno], the mysterious Doppelgänger-figures in Michael Kohlhaas, Der Findling [The Foundling] and Die heilige Cäcilie [St Cecilia]). Kleist calls this last story ‘a legend’, as if to disclaim responsibility for its historical truth. Another Christian legend, also involving a devil’s bargain, is the Swiss novelist Jeremias Gotthelf’s Die schwarze Spinne (The Black Spider, 1842), written at the height of the ‘Novelle’ period and transformed by compelling realistic detail and consummate art into one of the greatest examples of the genre.

It is evident that in subtitling his story about Mozart ‘a Novelle’, Mörike was boldly attaching himself to a flourishing literary tradition of some fifty years’ standing, rich in its variety of conventions, and which still provokes critical controversy today. At the time of writing Mozart’s Journey he was at the height of his powers and had already produced most of his finest poetry. To give some rough indication of his development as a poet over nearly forty years, the poems in the present selection are arranged more or less chronologically and divided into two periods, the first nominally ending in 1838, the year of the publication of his first volume of collected verse. Successive editions, gradually enlarged over the years, followed in 1848 and 1856, with a final collection (the definitive ‘Ausgabe letzter Hand’) appearing in 1867, some years after he had stopped writing. There could be said to be a perceptible difference between the work of Mörike’s first, youthful period, the 1820s and 1830s, and that of his mature period after 1838. In the former, he normally wrote in rhymed forms of considerable diversity, often echoing romanticism in his adoption of the Volkslied style. In his maturity, with some important exceptions, rhymeless ‘classical’ forms predominated. Many of the earlier poems, being shorter and lending themselves more readily to musical setting than hexameters and pentameters, are partly for this reason relatively well known. A perfect synthesis of Mörike’s words and Hugo Wolf’s music, for instance, is achieved in ‘At Midnight’ (‘Um Mitternacht’, 1827), which rivals the status of Goethe’s ‘Über allen Gipfeln’ (‘Wanderer’s Night Song’) as the profoundest evocation of the stillness of night in German literature. The solitary observer watches the darkness slowly rise out of the sea and cover the mountains; in its silence he can hear the mountain streams murmur, representing the movement of time within its stasis, the diurnal cycle to which midnight also belongs. This is a detailed magic, the casting of an entirely realistic spell. Equally extraordinary, without the addition of music, is the longer ode ‘On a Winter Morning before Sunrise’ (‘An einem Wintermorgen, vor Sonnenaufgang’, 1825) which Mörike always placed at the beginning of his collections. Once again the solitary lyric self is totally absorbed, exploring the nuances of his emotions as they respond to the nuances of the natural world; the special quality of the light of a winter dawn mirrors the ambiguous state of the soul, its luminous darkness, its stillness still in motion, its state between waking and dreaming. In ‘Urach Revisited’ (‘Besuch in Urach’, 1827) he wanders nostalgically through the landscape of his youth, vainly trying to recapture the lost absorption, to understand the speech of the waterfall which is the earth’s perpetual self-colloquy. These are solitary lyrical utterances, as is the sonnet ‘To My Beloved’ (‘An die Geliebte’, 1830), one of several addressed to Luise Rau during the years of their engagement. Here the beloved is ethereal but evanescent. The tragic ‘Peregrina’ cycle, though written a few years earlier, betokens a maturer suffering: its note of authentic anguish is one which Mörike’s love poetry would never strike again.

The romantic ‘folk’ style, on the other hand, a poetry of Märchen in the widest sense, could seem less personal in that the poet often disappeared behind a conventional role-figure: the speaker or ‘singer’ is the young huntsman, the humble groom or gardener winning the favour of the princess, the abandoned lover, the lover telling his story to the stream or the green leaves. The background is the landscape of forests and rolling hills, castles and medieval towns, rivers and mill-wheels murmuring in valleys – the abiding elements of a certain sort of German, and especially south German, romanticism, which those who have never fallen under its spell will call its paraphernalia and its clichés. This whole lost world is glimpsed in some of Mörike’s poetry of the 1820s and 1830s; most perfectly in the ballad ‘Sweet-Rohtraut’ (‘Schön-Rohtraut’, 1838), inspired, as he recalled, by the mere sound of the old Germanic name ‘Rohtraut’ which he found by chance in a dictionary. Other examples are ‘The Forsaken Girl’ (‘Das verlassene Mägdlein’, 1829), ‘A Huntsman’s Song’ (‘Jägerlied’, 1837) and in the comic manner ‘News from the Storks’ (‘Storchenbotschaft’, 1837). After 1838 the ballad and the Volkston largely disappear from Mörike’s poetry, with the notable exception of ‘The Auld Steeplecock’ (‘Der alte Turmhahn’, 1840, 1852). The brief visionary utterance of the Orplidian ‘Song of Weyla’ (‘Gesang Weylas’,?1831), an isolated and mysterious curiosity in the earlier work, remains without later parallel, while the free verse ode ‘To an Aeolian Harp’ anticipates in more ways than one the great classical valediction ‘Erinna to Sappho’ (‘Erinna an Sappho’, 1863) written twenty-six years later.

Mörike’s renewed interest in classical poetry dates from the mid-1830s when, bored with his parish work at Cleversulzbach, he turned again to the Greek and Latin poets he had read at school and in his uncle’s house. Three of his own translations from Catullus (including the famous epigram ‘Odi et amo’ [‘I love and I hate’]) were included in his first collection, a strophe from Horace became the epigraph for ‘To an Aeolian Harp’, and the first Klassische Blumenlese (Classical Anthology) appeared in 1840, featuring Homer, Theocritus, Catullus, Horace, Tibullus and others. Mörike used existing translations, which he revised and annotated, in all cases preserving the original metres or, more strictly speaking, the usual modern German accentual adaptations of the ancient quantitative metres. The rhythmical and syntactical affinities between German and Latin or Greek have always meant that it could be used more readily than other modern European languages as an acceptable medium for translating and imitating the ancient classics, and since the mid-eighteenth century the German equivalents of hexameters and other ancient verse-forms continued to flourish. Their extensive use by Goethe, above all, must have influenced Mörike at least as much as his study of the Greek and Latin texts themselves. No doubt for a variety of reasons, this exploration of classical poetry marked a turning-point in Mörike’s own creative work, and from now on most (though not all) of his important poems are written in the classical rhymeless forms: dactylic hexameters as in the mock-Homeric ‘Tale of the Safe and Sound Man’ (‘Märchen vom sichern Mann’, 1837–8) and the Lake Constance Idyll (Idylle vom Bodensee, a short sentimental ‘epic’ of country life in seven cantos, inspired by a visit to Lake Constance [the Bodensee] in 1840 and indebted to Goethe’s Hermann und Dorothea[1795]); elegiac distichs as in ‘The Beautiful Beech-Tree’ (‘Die schöne Buche’, 1842) or ‘A Domestic Scene’ (‘Häusliche Szene’, 1852); the iambic trimeter or senarius (the metre of ancient tragedy and comedy) as in ‘On a Lamp’ (‘Auf eine Lampe’, 1846), ‘Divine Remembrance’ (‘Göttliche Reminiszenz’, 1845), ‘An Edifying Meditation’ (‘Erbauliche Betrachtung’, 1846), ‘The Woodland Pest’ (‘Waldplage’, 1841), ‘A Visit to the Carthusians’ (‘Besuch in der Kartause’, 1861) and others. Like Goethe he also made good use of the traditional short form, the ever-flexible comic or serious classical epigram, originally a tombstone inscription and restricted in length for that reason but prized since later antiquity for its laconic antithetical wit and pointed ending. Typically it was in elegiac distichs and only one or two distichs long: Catullus’s ‘Odi et amo’ is an example; others in Mörike are ‘To Sleep’ (‘An den Schlaf’, 1838) (another translation), and ‘At Daybreak’ (‘Bei Tagesanbruch’, 1837, 1867). ‘Inscription on a Clock with the Three Hour-Goddesses’ (‘Inschrift auf eine Uhr mit den drei Horen’, 1846) and ‘On a Lamp’ (both in trimeters) are probably both short enough to be classified as epigrams, as are ‘Johann Kepler’ (1837) and ‘The Falls of the Rhine’ (‘Am Rheinfall’, 1846). Deservedly the best-known poem from the later Mörike’s whole ‘classical’ repertoire has always been the elegiac idyll ‘The Beautiful Beech-Tree’, but it is almost the only one to have been received into the canon, while others of comparable beauty and elegance have been largely neglected.

The ‘Tale of the Safe and Sound Man’, for instance, a remarkable early exercise in Homeric hexameters standing more or less at the point of Mörike’s transition to his later manner and looking ironically both forward and back, is a Kunstmärchen of enormous comic verve. The opening line seems to indicate that it is addressed to an audience of children, though a personal allegory may also be intended. The grotesque giant Suckelborst (‘safe’ because he was hidden inside a womb-like mountain to survive the Flood) is a figure from the imaginary Orplid world which Mörike and Ludwig Bauer invented in their student days. A letter from Bauer to Hartlaub (9 October 1829) and the later reminiscences of the poem ‘An Edifying Meditation’ both suggest that Suckelborst had been a persona sometimes adopted by the poet himself in exuberant mimic improvisations. Mörike seems to have been gifted with a special kind of creative verbal sensuality, and the ‘safe and sound man’ perhaps came into being in his drunken, inarticulate bass-voice gurglings in the same way as the princess Rohtraut was born out of the sound of her name. In any case, it is easy enough to detect an ironic self-caricature of the poet in this clumsy, childlike dreamer, supposedly endowed with the special insights of genius into cosmic truths and called upon to commit them to writing, but usually too lazy to do so. To the rural community (comically and affectionately evoked as a Swabian village called Igelsloch, literally ‘hedgehog-hole’) he is an outsider, a mischievous hurlothrumbo, but not wholly isolated or rejected (the village barber secretly trims his beard for him with hedging-shears). Obeying, with a bad grace, the orders brought to him by a messenger of the gods, he writes his mysterious work on barn doors lashed together to form an exercise book, and sets off to the underworld, carrying a walking-stick and wearing a hat like a nineteenth-century professor, to read it to his proper audience, the timeless dead. Mörike whimsically mixes three different mythologies: the Orplid world of Weyla and Lolegrin, the Homeric gods whose unquenchable laughter ends the poem, and the Christian Devil who interrupts Suckelborst’s lecture in Hades. The giant punishes the Devil’s schoolboy antics by tearing out his tail, which he then uses as a bookmark, after prophesying that the Devil will at the end of days be finally put to scorn and the improbable hero received into the company of the gods; a Goethean note, for good measure. The story of Suckelborst is a substantial comic masterpiece by the later Mörike which has lacked due recognition.

Another is ‘The Auld Steeplecock’, though like Goethe’s Hermann und Dorothea it was published to popular acclaim. Exceptionally, Mörike reverted here to rhyming verse, the doggerel and archaizing style (Knittelvers) revived by the young Goethe in the 1770s. As a publisher’s note explained when the ‘Steeplecock’ first appeared in a periodical in 1852, the ‘cock’ is 113 years old and can therefore only talk in archaic German. The poem was conceived and the first twenty-two lines written in 1840, when Mörike was still at Cleversulzbach; by his own account the incident of the replacement of the church steeple-cock took place in reality, and Mörike kept the retired cock in his study. He then dropped the poem and did not finish it for another twelve years. Sending it to Storm in 1854, he explained that he had somewhat idealized his country parson, providing him for example with a wife and children (though in the text they appear only fleetingly). The cock, which by a bizarre deflection of roles does all the talking itself, describes in vivid language, and with a mixture of humour and resignation, its own situation and that of its ‘maister dear’ the minister. It has been rescued from the scrap-heap but moved from its proud position at the top of the church steeple to perch on the more modest ‘tower’ of the minister’s ornamental stove. The sublime panorama has been reduced to a limited and snug enclosure, well locked up and itself enclosed within a small village community. The minister’s study, a true Biedermeier nest of the kind seen in the paintings of Carl Spitzweg (1808–1885), is full of old leather-bound books, the smell of good tobacco, a walnut desk and other treasured objects. The minister evidently has a Biedermeier tendency to collect things, of which indeed the steeplecock itself is one and the Dutch stove with its elaborate picture-tiles another. Collecting is characteristic of this careful middle-class lifestyle. The Prior in ‘A Visit to the Carthusians’ has a ‘box of curiosities’; the schoolmaster Preceptor Ziborius in ‘A Domestic Scene’ collects varieties of home-brewed vinegar; Mörike himself (like the elderly Goethe) collected mineralogical specimens. Like the ‘Tale of the Safe and Sound Man’, ‘The Auld Steeplecock’ includes a detectable element of self-caricature: the slightly absurd snugness of the priest tucked away in the remote countryside with his pensioned-off cock, and the ‘safe and sound’ outsider with his neglected duty of preaching to the dead. Unlike it, however, it is also coloured by elegiac sadness, the resigned sadness of the solitary eccentric and of the discarded cock itself. In common with other important works of Mörike’s later period, including Mozart’s Journey to Prague and ‘A Visit to the Carthusians’, it is both an idyll and a meditation on death.

This is not paradoxical if we consider the rather complex sense of the concept ‘idyll’ as it developed in the literary theory and practice of the German classic-romantic era. Traditionally, the ‘idyll’ had since ancient times been simply the more or less sentimental evocation of pastoral life, but by
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