
		
			
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		

	
[image: image]

MAXIMS AND REFLECTIONS

JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE was born in Frankfurt am Main in 1749. He studied law in Leipzig and in Strasbourg, where Herder introduced him to Shakespeare and to folk song. Under his influence he produced some of the most famous poems in the German language, and at twenty-four wrote Götz von Berlichingen, a play which brought him national fame and established him at the forefront of the ‘Storm and Stress’ movement. Werther, a tragic novel of unfulfilled love, was an even greater success. Goethe began work on Faust and on Egmont, another tragedy, before being invited for a brief stay with an admirer, the Grand Duke of Weimar. It was in Weimar, however, that he was to spend most of his life, much of it in government service. Frustrations and an interest in the classical world led him to leave suddenly for Italy in 1786, and the two-year absence that followed saw the beginnings of the dramas Iphigenie on Tauris and Torquato Tasso, while Italian Journey recounts his wealth of experiences in the country. Back in Weimar, friendship with Schiller was to prove another source of inspiration, and a steady stream of publications was to flow until his death. The most notable of Goethe’s later achievements were the two volumes of Wilhem Meister and the ambiguous Elective Affinities, and, in drama, the second part of Faust. Besides his writing Goethe directed the State Theatre and worked on numerous aspects of natural science. He married his long-standing mistress in 1806 and died in 1832, soon after completing Faust.

ELISABETH STOPP was born in 1911 and died in 1996, shortly after completing her translation of Goethe’s maxims. She taught in Cambridge for many years, writing extensively on medieval French saints as well as numerous aspects of German literature. Her principal publications include Madame de Chantal, Portrait of a Saint, German Romantics in Context and a translation of letters by François de Sales.

PETER HUTCHINSON lectures in German at Cambridge, where he is Fellow and Librarian of Trinity Hall. He has worked widely as an editor of German texts and his publications include Games Authors Play and Stefan Heym: The Perpetual Dissident.
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Preface

The late Elisabeth Stopp was equally at home in the fields of literature, theology and translation. Her many articles on the German Romantics were rewarded with the Eichendorff Medal of the Eichendorff-Gesellschaft, the highest honour in this field, while her book on the French Jeanne de Chantal earned her a Fellowship of the Royal Society of Literature. She was at her strongest in combining literary and linguistic analysis, and translation – from German, French and Latin – was thus her forte. Her aim was not simply perfect sense, but tone and rhythm which would match the original.

Goethe was one of Elisabeth’s favourite authors, and her fascination with his way of creating, together with her thorough knowledge of all aspects of his life and work, allowed her to translate confidently the entire collection of his maxims and reflections. She worked on these sporadically for over ten years, and had completed the translation and some of the notes shortly before her death on 4 November 1996. Although she had made a large collection of jottings on what others had written about the maxims, Elisabeth could not bring herself to shape these into an introduction. In retrospect the reason for this is clear: she saw the present work as her last great literary endeavour, and to complete it would have signalled the end of her scholarship. This was not something she could face with equanimity.

I promised Elisabeth that I would ensure the manuscript reached print, and I have therefore finalized the preparation for print, written the Introduction, Further Reading and Note on the Text to the present volume, and prepared the Notes. I have also made small changes to some of the translations. In all other respects the work is hers.

P.H.


Introduction

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Germany’s greatest writer and one of the last of those great ‘Universal Men’ who had stalked Europe since the Renaissance, was born in Frankfurt am Main on 28 August 1749. His life was rich, hectic and long, and his contribution to science was, in his own eyes, almost as important as his achievements in literature. For Goethe was an anatomist and geologist as well as a composer of masterpieces in every literary genre. He was a botanist and a thinker as well as a critic and a translator. He was, in addition, a fine pictorial artist and theatre director as well as being an outstanding administrator and Privy Councillor. He has been claimed as the greatest German mind that has ever lived, and although much of his scientific writing was not taken seriously by his contemporaries or his successors, his literary shadow fell starkly over every writer to follow him. His death in 1832 ended what was to become known as the ‘Age of Goethe’.

Goethe’s maxims represent a small part of a massive output. They are remarkably varied not simply because they gestated over many years and because their author was so versatile, but also because Goethe was so receptive to cultures outside his own. He drew inspiration from an array of sources, and of particular importance for the patterns of thinking and composition which he adopts in the maxims, one would point especially to the Bible and to the Classics (the terse, balanced statements of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes in the Old Testament, the epigrams of Martial and of Linnaeus, the aphorisms of Hippocrates). He was also a reader of other writers of aphorisms and of those with a particularly concise style, such as Montaigne, Pascal and La Rochefoucauld, not to mention the greatest aphorist of the German language, his compatriot Lichtenberg. Yet there were many other books and individuals who influenced his approach, including, at various stages, the Koran, Chinese poetry, Persian poetry and Laurence Sterne.

Born into a wealthy and prestigious family, Goethe enjoyed a strongly supportive background and a privileged education. He was precocious and self-confident, and his early compositions were in a variety of languages, including English. Aged sixteen he began to study law in Leipzig, and then, after an illness, in Strasbourg. It was here that he fell deeply in love, one of many emotional attachments throughout his life which were to inspire some of his greatest poetry, and where he met the thinker and critic Herder, who was to change his conception of German culture and encourage him to break firmly with the Germans’ preference for French literary models. Study played only a relatively small part in Goethe’s eventful life of this time, but part of his experience here would be exposure to the maxim form as a means of teaching both law and the sciences in the easily memorable mode of brief, pithy statements.

After completing his studies and obtaining his doctorate (having dabbled in various other subjects, including literature, drawing, chemistry and anatomy), Goethe returned to Frankfurt, where he was soon to write the two works for which he remained most famous throughout his life: Götz von Berlichingen (1771, revised 1773), one of the first and most important documents of the German ‘Storm and Stress’ movement, and The Sufferings of Young Werther (1774), a novel written very much from the heart and which rapidly achieved international fame. The success of the latter drew an invitation from Prince Karl August, Duke of Weimar, to join him at the Weimar court, and after an initial period of occasionally rather irresponsible behaviour with the young Duke (who was aged only eighteen), Goethe started to become far more than simply a writer in residence, famous for radical literary experiment. Much to the initial opposition of the court, he began to devote himself increasingly to the management of the Duke’s affairs, proving himself conscientious and effective, and eventually winning considerable trust. A strong, emotional, but as far as we can tell, platonic, relationship with Charlotte von Stein, wife of the Duke’s Master of Horse, a woman seven years his senior, was to prove decisive in shaping a more settled and responsible attitude to life. Goethe was to spend most of the rest of his life in Weimar, and, over the years, involved himself in the improvement of the Duchy in areas as diverse as mining, road building and irrigation. He also found the time to pursue a variety of scientific studies, in anatomy, botany, geology and optics.

Possibly because he felt trapped by the many obligations created by his position, possibly because he felt ensnared by his relationship with Frau von Stein, and possibly because he felt full literary inspiration was no longer to be found in Weimar, Goethe secretly planned a trip to Rome. He departed in 1786 and was to travel in Italy for almost two years. The experience revitalized his literary activities, and he returned to Weimar a different man. It was at this stage that a far greater maturity of formulation entered his writing and that he began to make regular jottings which were to form the basis of later maxims. A second visit to Italy, in 1790, undertaken in a very different frame of mind, was to prove a disappointment to him, although it was to inspire verse epigrams, the best of which show that successful wrestling with form which is often characteristic of the maxims themselves (the Venetian Epigrams, a selection of which was first published in 1791).

Although Goethe returned refreshed from his Italian journeys, non-literary activity was soon to engulf him once more, and the period after the second Italian visit is often regarded as one of unease and isolation. Friendship with the younger dramatist and historian Schiller proved a source of comfort and inspiration, and although the latter’s death in 1805 was a severe emotional blow, two great works were to follow in the years thereafter: the first part of Faust (1808), on which he had been working sporadically for over thirty years, and then his novel Elective Affinities (1809), which contained the first selection of his maxims. Works of his later years came more slowly, but love was to inspire further major achievements in poetry, while the fruits of his reflection were increasingly made public in periodicals and in his final novel, Wilhelm Meister’s Journeyman Years (1821, 1829). At his death in 1832, Goethe was planning the publication of a collection of maxims; thanks to the tireless work of his secretary (and literary executor) Eckermann, some 600 of these appeared in 1833 under the title Einzelheiten. Maximen und Reflexionen (Individual Items. Maxims and Reflections), while a much fuller collection, also under the aegis of Eckermann, appeared in 1840 under the general title Sprüche in Prosa (Sayings in Prose). This formulation was to be rejected at a later stage by Max Hecker who, in 1907, used the phrase Goethe himself had given the largest folder of his maxims in 1822: ‘Maximen und Reflexionen’. The author would probably not have objected to such a dignified title for an ultimately complete collection of his maxims, although he had regularly used other terms, labelling one folder of miscellaneous scraps of paper ‘Späne’ (‘shavings’) and another ‘Gnomen’ (‘gnomes’). The only ones for which he consistently used the term ‘aphorisms’ are nos. 1064–96.

The bulk of the maxims were composed after 1800, but throughout his life – and especially after the journey to Italy – Goethe had the habit of jotting down, often on whatever scrap of paper was available, any thought that seemed to him worthy of structured formulation. From time to time, over the years, a secretary would make a fair copy of these (sometimes casual) thoughts so that the author could survey them and consider how they might be used in the context of other work which was in progress at the time. As a result, some of Goethe’s ideas on art and related subjects appeared in periodicals he himself published (On Art and Antiquity, 1818–27); ideas of a scientific nature appeared in his journals on morphology (Periodical Issues on Morphology, 1822) and on the Natural Sciences in general (Periodical Issues on the Natural Sciences, 1823); while insights of a more general nature found a place in the context of his fiction where, it is true, their relevance was not always apparent (as ‘diary entries’ by one of the central characters in Elective Affinities, and as wise remarks taken mainly from ‘Makarie’s Archive’ in Wilhelm Meister). In periodicals and novels, therefore, more than half of Goethe’s available supply of ‘Maxims and Reflections’ appeared in his lifetime (798 out of 1413).

Goethe probably regarded his reflections as miniature creative language events to be shared with his readers, reflecting the time- and life-sequence of his personal reactions. He did not see them as a specific collection of aphorisms, nor as anything as planned and as formal as the biblical Wisdom books; nor did he wish to see them presented under specific headings which would enable swift reference to his opinions on a variety of matters (a task readily undertaken by later compilers). Maxims and Reflections is thus best regarded as something of a Goethe ‘reader’, not as a repository for learned information or profound thought but, in the main, for the pleasure that can be taken in a carefully crafted formulation that is sometimes akin to poetry in its diction and rhythm. It is significant that Goethe’s letters and his conversation are often comparable to the ‘maxim and reflection’ form, and this may be one reason why he took the trouble to structure and formulate his passing thoughts, to set them down in formalized shape for posterity. Quickly scribbling down ideas was actually a process in which Goethe had engaged since youth, when, as the creative impulse came, he would immediately commit his thoughts to paper, not hesitating to spring out of bed to do so. He could not postpone the artistic process, nor, in fact, could he anticipate it. He knew that when inspiration came it must be seized – it would otherwise be lost. And so maxims were created on the back of theatre programmes, visiting cards, on his own literary drafts, and even on bills. There are, however, disadvantages to seizing the moment in such a way, and they are commonly overlooked by those critics who are eager to see the mark of genius or of wisdom in all that the Great Man wrote: given the manner in which some of the maxims were composed, it is hardly surprising that not all of them are good ones; some are tedious; and some are actually borrowed from others. But the advantages of this method of composition are equally clear: by reacting creatively to so many events and situations – in his reading, his personal encounters, his daily work in the offices of the Weimar court and its administration, his scientific work and the correspondence that went with it – the enthusiasm of the thinker is regularly preserved and the writer provides a complete personal record of his views on such diverse issues as life and art, books and people, truth and error, experience and wisdom, nature and science.

In the maxims, we see not simply ideas, but, above all, the effort to structure the idea. The principle of creating form was one which Goethe elevated above all others. It recurs in a number of the maxims, but is put most forcefully in a letter to one of his closest friends, the musician and composer Zelter:

No one is prepared to grasp that, both in nature and in art, the sole and supreme process is to create form and structure. (30 October 1808)

Goethe had to formulate his ideas on the spot, as it were, and one by one, in sequence, in an ordered structure of words. One has the impression that he grappled with an idea in its prose formulation much in the way he would work to set the right form for a poem, a couplet in one of his verse dramas, or a rhymed apophthegm – and that this was for him a satisfying, indeed a necessary, way of giving an immediate outward aspect to what was going on in his mind at the time, more particularly in response to some reading, some personal encounter, some visual or emotional reaction or experience. Some maxims are clearly the product of such a single moment, while others have been shaped over a period of time. The form adopted is constantly changing. Some are short statements of apparently artless simplicity. Others consist of a short statement and the idea which arises from it. Some develop a point over several sentences. Some are questions; some are short dialogues; some state a point, some argue it, others demonstrate it. Most are positive, while a small number are negative. Goethe will move from a single terse clause to a succession of complex sentences. He will move from solemnity to wit. Yet all the maxims share one aim: to provoke reflection.

Goethe used a variety of words to refer to his writings in short form, but ‘maxims’ was one of the most common. He would seem to have understood by the term a general truth as he personally saw it and wanted to communicate in crisp formulation; a ‘reflection’ was quite simply a rather more developed ‘maxim’. Probably because his ideas had such a strongly personal context, Goethe tended to avoid the term ‘aphorism’, which, as R. J. Hollingdale has suggested in the Introduction to his Penguin collection of Lichtenberg’s aphorisms, may be seen as distinguished by four qualities occurring together: it is brief, it is isolated, it is witty, and it is ‘philosophical’ (p. 9). Goethe’s maxims only occasionally fulfil these criteria. They are not always brief, and they are often in a sequence rather than being isolated. Wit, one feels, is far less important to Goethe than veracity. Nor was he trying to solve intellectual problems or to make clever points. He did not see himself writing in the manner of Lichtenberg (whom he had met and whose work he admired), nor in that of the French seventeenth-century aphorists, such as La Rochefoucauld and Pascal, even though later critics have tended to place him in this tradition. His thinking and his subsequent formulation were always personal, independent and clear. Elements of paradox and ambiguity, which some have also claimed for the true aphorism, are rarely to be found here. Maxim 81 illustrates clearly what might be seen as a working principle:

Surely the world is quite full enough of riddles for us not to need to turn the simplest phenomena into riddles too?

Yet Goethe did, at the same time, want to preserve a certain (élitist) status for his thinking. In one of the two entries which actually refer to the business of writing maxims, he suggests (in no. 1068):

The obscurity of certain maxims is only relative: it doesn’t do to make everything that is obvious to a practitioner crystal-clear to a listener.

Generalization on the maxims is difficult, because a loosely ordered sequence of disparate ideas, produced in reaction to a wide range of events, obviously resists broad analysis. Even deciding on the different groups into which the maxims can be placed is problematic, and Goethe himself is of limited assistance here. In one of his final conversations with his secretary Eckermann, the discussion turned to the ‘Maximen und Reflexionen in Wilhelm Meister (conversation of 29 May 1831). Eckermann here recalls the way in which maxims had been introduced into the novel, which Goethe had earlier been revising for a new edition of his works. The author had expected the final product to take up three volumes, but when the printers pointed out that he had miscalculated and more material was needed, Goethe simply requested Eckermann to make up the necessary space out of two bundles of maxims which had not yet been published, while he himself added two recently composed poems. In the same conversation Goethe expressed the wish that poems and maxims be removed from later editions of Wilhelm Meister, and that at some point in the future the maxims as a whole be published in three groups relating to ‘Art’, ‘Natural Sciences in General’ and ‘Literature and Ethics’. In view of the breadth of such categories, it is not surprising that later editors have seen fit to introduce further divisions. There have been careful, reasoned attempts not only to present the maxims in categories, themes and logical connections, but also to follow what has been seen as Goethe’s circular and symbolical thinking. The resultant groupings are indeed very useful as an indication to the reader of the main areas of Goethe’s thought, but such collections are unrepresentative of the process and of the unsystematic nature of Goethe’s loose, day-by-day thoughts. Such editors presuppose that presentation should be by subject, but there is obviously a strong body of opinion which holds that chronology (in as far as this can be reasonably determined) is a more legitimate way of proceeding. This is, in fact, the principle adopted in the present version.


Further Reading

There have been a number of English translations of selected maxims. The first general collection was that by Bailey Saunders, The Maxims and Reflections of Goethe (1893, some 590 translated), while one of the best is that by Hermann J. Weigand, a selection by subject from all Goethe’s late prose, including letters and conversations: Wisdom and Experience. Selections by Ludwig Curtius, translated and edited, with an introduction, by Hermann J. Weigand (Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1949). A ‘parallel text’ representative sample (159 maxims), together with introduction and notes, has been produced by Roger Stephenson (Goethe’s ‘Maximen und Reflexionen’. A Selection, Scottish Papers in Germanic Studies 8, Glasgow, 1986). Douglas Miller translates some sixty-two in vol. 12 of the Suhrkamp translation of Goethe’s works (Suhrkamp, New York, 1988). Obviously, the maxims in Elective Affinities have been translated on regular occasions, most recently by R. J. Hollingdale (Penguin Classics, 1971), and David Constantine (World’s Classics, 1994). Those in Wilhelm Meister’s Journeyman Years have been translated less often. The best rendering is that by Krishna Wilson in the Suhrkamp translation, vol. 10 (Suhrkamp, New York, 1989).

The first serious studies were those by Bailey Saunders (the lengthy Preface to his selection) and by Max Hecker (the Introduction to his edition of 1907). Of more recent investigations, C. P. Magill’s general essay remains one of the best surveys of the collection, although, as he points out, only a few of the maxims fit the title he uses, ‘The Dark Sayings of the Wise: Some Observations on Goethe’s Maximen und Reflexionen, Publications of the English Goethe Society, 36 (1965–6), 60–82. Roger Stephenson’s full and excellent study, Goethe’s Wisdom Literature. A Study in Aesthetic Transformation (Peter Lang, Berne, Frankfurt, New York, 1983) surveys Goethe’s Wisdom literature as a whole; the most relevant parts of this are reproduced in the Introduction to his Selection mentioned above. Stephenson is especially helpful in analysing what he calls the ‘rhetorical form’ of the maxims and in discussing their content. There is a good Introduction and detailed commentary on individual maxims in the ‘Münchener Ausgabe’ of Goethe’s works, vol. 17, edited Gonthier-Louis Fink et al. (Carl Hanser, Munich, 1991), while the ‘Frankfurter Ausgabe’, edited by Harald Fricke (Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, Frankfurt am Main, 1993) contains the most exhaustive commentary yet published.


A Note on the Text

Since Goethe himself did not oversee the publication of his maxims as a separate volume, there has been much dispute over what precisely should be included in such a collection and in what order it should appear. The maxims featured in this volume first appeared scattered throughout the sixty-volume edition of Goethe’s complete works edited by Eckermann and Riemer (Stuttgart, 1827–30; 1832–42), while later nineteenth-century editions adopted a variety of procedures for classifying them. In 1907 Max Hecker published them as a complete sequence, the first part of his volume being devoted to those published in Goethe’s lifetime, arranged chronologically by date of publication, and the second to those which were among his unpublished papers. Paul Stöcklein followed this arrangement for the relevant volume of the ‘Gedenkausgabe’ (Zürich, 1949), which has been made widely available in paperback by the Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag (Munich, 1963). The text in the popular Goethe ‘Hamburger Ausgabe’ (C. H. Beck, Munich, vol. 12, originally edited by H. J. Schrimpf in 1953, but with critical apparatus regularly revised) operated by grouping the maxims into eight different subject areas, and more recent editions have also chosen to deviate from Hecker’s arrangement (the ‘Münchener Ausgabe’ and the ‘Frankfurter Ausgabe’, both mentioned above in ‘Further Reading’). There have been recent reprints (with minor corrections) of Hecker’s version, the latest being edited by Irmtraut Schmidt, with an introduction by Walther Killy (C. H. Beck, Munich, 1989).

Familiarity with the collection as a whole confirms the value of presenting the text in the traditional way thought out by Hecker on the basis of the manuscripts and of a judicious appraisal of the original editors, who had been, after all, in close touch with Goethe himself and who respected his own, personal ordering of certain well-defined groups – especially those in Art and Antiquity and in the two novels. The order in which the various sections are presented is less important than the order of the maxims within each individual group: there is often a sequence of thought, the development of an argument from one maxim to the next, and this is destroyed by grouping the items by subject. In addition, though, there is often the problem of deciding into which group certain items should be placed. It would, of course, be possible, and it has in fact been done (e.g. by Fink and Fricke), to add further items to the collection – from a variety of Goethe’s other literary and non-literary works. But one can argue that the process need not end there, for Goethe’s conversations, and also his letters, are thronged with possible candidates for inclusion. Goethe himself actually drew some of the maxims from these sources, and the process could easily be extended.

Goethe occasionally also borrowed from others, although he was not consistent in providing quotation marks to identify other people’s words – indeed, he was once accused of plagiarism for failing to do so. However, not all of his sources are known. (Those that have been identified
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