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INTRODUCTION

Burton Pike

The Sorrows of Young Werther appeared in 1774; it was the first novel of a twenty-five-year-old author. It created a sensation throughout Europe and has retained its extraordinary power for readers in a world far removed from the one in which it was written.

The root of this story’s unsettling power is mysterious. Although it follows the decline of Werther and the cycle of seasons over a year and a half, the novel is not straightforward. It lays bare conflicts and questions that can be only pondered, not resolved. It is like a jewel with many facets that refract differently according to how it is held up to the light. The novel is short, but Goethe, turning the facets this way or that, plunges the reader into unfathomable riddles. Werther seems to speak directly to something profound in human nature. Critics have offered conflicting interpretations of the novel and of Werther, but something in both novel and character seems beyond explanation.

Werther is a sympathetic, intelligent, sensitive, generous, unpretentious young man governed by his feelings, which he regards as the essence of life. He is an artist but belongs to the upward-striving middle class. His well-connected mother is anxious for him to rise in the diplomatic service, but when he unwillingly tries to subdue his spontaneous feelings and briefly takes a position as secretary to an ambassador, the result is a disaster. Werther’s passionate love for Lotte fares no better.

Werther longs to join the infinite through his feelings, to become one with cosmic nature. This is, as he comes to realize, an unattainable goal, a realization mirrored in his passionate love for the unattainable Lotte. He sees but rejects the strictures and confining rules that most people accept in order to live in relative harmony in society. Like his brother-figure Faust, Werther seeks the infinite, but both society and nature set apparently innate boundaries that the individual is not able to transgress. For Goethe these limits seem to be anthropological and biological rather than moral: he treats them simply as the givens of life. (He wrote elsewhere, in one of his maxims, “It has been seen to that trees do not grow up to the sky.”) Goethe regards our attempts to outsoar human limits as admirable but potentially destructive. However, outsoaring human limits is precisely the sphere of art, which is capable of weaving together the worlds of everyday life and of exalted feeling. Art—in this case not the sketches produced by Werther, the weak artist, but the novel written by the strong artist, Goethe—transcends the conflict between self and society, self and nature. In this plan Goethe anticipates the philosophy of Schopenhauer and Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, a nineteenth-century version of Werther. (Flaubert was an assiduous reader of Goethe.)

Werther’s longing for the infinite, unable to express itself artistically in more than an occasional sketch—he himself often bemoans the limits of his powers of imagination—threatens to destroy the bonds of society but finally destroys him. The title of his story might better be translated as The Sufferings of Young Werther: the German word Leiden means both “sorrow” and “suffering.”

His passionate longing puts Werther at odds with nature as well as with society as his feelings become increasingly chaotic. He discovers that nature speaks to humankind with a forked tongue. It is tamed and prettified by human beings for their needs and for their notion of what constitutes picturesque beauty, and in this aspect it corresponds to Werther’s aesthetic feeling. But as the seasons progress he comes to see nature as violent, ruthless, and raw, an agent of universal destruction.

Never in prose fiction have the paradoxes of living in the world been more searingly posed than in The Sorrows of Young Werther. The novel is full of paradoxes. The story is told in letters, an intensely intersubjective form of communication, but it contains only Werther’s letters—through which we are told about or can deduce the reactions of others, including the intended recipient of most of them, Werther’s commonsense friend, Wilhelm. A sometimes stuffy, sometimes empathetic “editor” (perhaps Wilhelm, perhaps not) is brought in to serve as further contrast to Werther’s effusions and to fill in the gaps of his final days. Werther first sees Lotte as a surrogate mother to her crowd of younger brothers and sisters, and he is ecstatic about her pseudomaternal situation; but he has a testy, distant relationship with his own mother, on whom he is financially dependent. He adores Lotte’s father and—rhetorically rather than religiously—the Father in heaven, but we hear nothing about his own father. Werther is devoted to the patriarchal idea in religion, but his lodestars Homer and Ossian are pagan. He adores and is insightful about children, and there is something winningly open and childlike in his own nature.

There are also many examples of a strange obliqueness in the novel that deepen its mysterious quality. The reader might make a list of all the families encountered or mentioned in the novel, partial, whole, extended, and metaphorical families: the result is astonishingly complex and strange. To take just one example: Werther, himself close to children, is presented as a quasi-father-figure to Lotte’s brothers and sisters. Their real father appears only in a grandfatherly role, and Albert, who becomes Lotte’s husband, is never shown in relation to the children. When Werther dies it is the children who clamber over and mourn him, as if he were their father.

There are as well many small, oblique details in the novel. Werther says at one point that, suffused as he is with feeling, “I couldn’t draw now, not a line, but I have never been a greater painter than in these moments.” The reader must ask: how can one be a great artist and not be able to draw a line? Or Werther meets a servant girl at the well who is struggling to put a jug of water on her head to carry it home. He offers to help; she says, “Oh no, sir.” But Werther helps her, and she thanks him. Why the contradiction between negation and action? Or Werther says of the housewife he meets with her children that she must be happy in her narrow daily rounds (although of course she isn’t, as what Werther tells us about her makes clear) and that she “sees the leaves fall and has no other thought than that winter is coming.” What other thought does Werther imagine she should have? How does this thought reflect Werther’s own sensibility? Goethe never explains things but presents them in their often baffling ambiguity for the reader to puzzle over.

Werther’s excess of feeling is necessarily projected onto others; only in this way does his feeling validate itself. His passionate nature, rejected or criticized by most adults in the novel but beloved of children, awakens something responsive in Lotte. She shows an answering feeling, particularly evident at the dance after the thunderstorm, and later when she is very nearly swept away by Werther’s reading of Ossian.

But Werther’s exalted feeling is constantly undercut by nature’s implacable reality. It meets a stone wall in Albert, whose feelings are pretty firmly under control of his reason. Werther spontaneously kisses Lotte’s little brother but notices at the same time that the boy has a runny nose. Little Malchen screams and bursts into tears at the well when Werther suddenly scoops her up in his enthusiasm and kisses her. Werther gets sand in his teeth when he rapturously kisses a note Lotte has written him. His final letter is a rhapsodic flight of metaphor about meeting death, but the nasty consequences of his shooting himself (he does not die for twelve hours) are reported by the “editor” in cold, forensic detail.

And yet Werther is presented sympathetically. The freshness of his senses, his energy, his responses, his generosity, even his exaltation, make the reader see the world in a different light. Goethe seems both to accept and to reject Werther’s energy of feeling, as he both accepts and rejects the world of settled order represented by Albert and Lotte. But the wider world of society as presented in the novel is not so settled: it also contains violence and disorder, which Werther understands as a mirror of his inner feelings: the laborer’s passion that led him to murder his employer, the wandering madman who has lost his mind (over Lotte, it turns out), the transgression of the brutally chopped-down trees. Werther identifies passionately with all these incidents.

The language of The Sorrows of Young Werther deserves special attention. Goethe created in this novel a literary language that overthrows the tradition of decorum, restraint, and neoclassical balance prized by eighteenth-century writers and readers, replacing it with an impulsive language of subjective feeling. His Faust expresses this attitude succinctly: “Feeling is all, / name but sound and smoke / shrouding heaven’s fire.” Werther’s surging feelings can be expressed only by a language of disjunction: of rushing sentences, frequently broken off or run on, of cascades of clauses set off by commas and semicolons, of dashes, exclamations, and exclamation points. Werther sometimes also speaks to himself in the second person. In its language, Werther is an early herald of Romanticism, whose “subjective process … involves making a world by shattering old forms and inventing new ones more appropriate to what must be expressed. It is the force of urgency motivating the need to express that shatters existing forms,” in the words of Fred Nichols. Rendering this urgency has been the guiding principle behind this translation.

Commentators, beginning with Goethe himself, have pointed out that much of this novel is autobiographical. However, it is well to keep in mind what Goethe said about one of his later novels, Elective Affinities, “that it did not contain a line that had not been experienced, but no line the way it was experienced.” In Werther, Goethe is very much in control of a novel about a character who spins increasingly out of control. For all the many autobiographical elements and the accounts of his friends and acquaintances that Goethe gathered and wove into the fabric of Werther, this novel is carefully organized and composed. The letters are constructed to make the feelings they present come alive. The cycles of seasons in the two parts of the novel are carefully balanced and reflect Werther’s changing inner states.

The Sorrows of Young Werther is also a work profoundly interfused with literature: to borrow Kenneth Burke’s phrase, it is a book written on top of other books. This helps to generalize and universalize its themes, characters, and events. Homer and Ossian are the major emblematic literary figures for Werther. Homer represents for him the clear patriarchal world that is his model of ideal universal order; Ossian presents dim figures in a murky landscape who are swept away by the language of feeling. Goethe, who did his own translations of Ossian into German, slanted his version in the direction of passionate, sentimental feeling that is more in keeping with Werther’s exaltation. The English originals (used in this translation, although the temptation was great to retranslate Goethe’s Ossian back into English) are more restrained, more neoclassical, the figures more statuesque. One can see the difference in the preliminary paraphrase of Ossian that Goethe offers in the letter of October 12 in Book Two. Werther also contains many biblical tones and overtones, and echoes of Hamlet are unmistakable. Then there is Lotte’s reading: on the ride to the dance, Lotte is quite firm about rejecting adventure stories and wanting to read only books that reflect her settled environment. But she is overcome by feeling after the thunderstorm, and able to express her emotion only by uttering the name of the poet Klopstock. She nearly succumbs to Werther’s passion when he reads Ossian’s poems to her, and when he stops, overcome, she begs him to continue.

The character of Lotte is one of Goethe’s finest creations. She is a girl of immense charm and empathy who, without losing her fine qualities, rises to assume the burden of becoming a mother to her many brothers and sisters. Endowed with warm human feeling, she has, in contrast to Werther, made rational decisions about her life, but she comes close to being drawn into his maelstrom.

The Sorrows of Young Werther cast a deep shadow forward on European literature. It was instrumental in setting the model of the artist or the artistic temperament that we find in the novels of Balzac and Flaubert, among others, in which a person of superior feeling but weak powers is isolated from an impersonal society. Goethe’s novel cast its shadow on Romantic poetry, Schubert’s Schöne Müllerin and Winterreise, the philosophy of Schopenhauer, and Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, as well as providing the subject for Massenet’s opera Werther. When the monster in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein undertakes his moral self-education, The Sorrows of Young Werther is one of three books (Milton’s Paradise Lost and Plutarch’s Lives are the others) that he studies in order to make himself human: “I thought Werter [sic] himself a more divine being than I had ever beheld or imagined; his character contained no pretension, but it sunk deep,” the monster says.

The fugitive sense we have that our inner feelings are more alive and more genuine than the world outside ourselves, and in conflict with it, is not unknown in our own time. It is often expressed in popular music, literature, television, and movies. The desire both to free the self and to transcend it speaks and sings to us from many sides, including the escape into drugs. We recognize the sorrows of young Werther.

This translation is of Goethe’s revised version of 1787, which somewhat toned down and pointed up the first version. (Goethe even included in Werther’s letter of August 15 an apology about what an author gains and loses by revising his work!) The edition used for the translation was the Artemis-Gedenkausgabe of Goethe’s Sämtliche Werke, second edition, edited by Ernst Beutler and others (Zurich, 1961–1966). I am very grateful to Peter Constantine for his constant encouragement and many suggestions, and to Hanne-Lore Boddin and David J. Gordon for their helpful comments.
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THE SORROWS OF YOUNG WERTHER


I have conscientiously gathered everything I have been able to find about the story of poor Werther and here lay it before you, knowing that you will thank me for it. You cannot withhold your admiration and love for his mind and character, nor your tears for his fate.

And you, good soul, that feels the same pressures as he, take comfort from his sufferings and let this little book be your friend, if through fate or your own fault you can find no closer one.




BOOK ONE

MAY 4, 1771

How glad I am to have come away! Dearest friend, what is the human heart! To leave you to whom I was so attached, from whom I was inseparable, and to be happy! I know you will forgive me. Did not fate seek out my other attachments just to trouble a heart like mine? Poor Leonore! And yet I was innocent. Could I help it that while I found her sister’s willful charms pleasantly diverting, a passion was forming in the poor girl’s heart? And yet—am I wholly innocent? Didn’t I nourish her feelings? Didn’t I make fun of those entirely genuine expressions of nature that so often made us laugh, as little to be laughed about as they were? Didn’t I—Oh, what is man, that he can grumble about himself! I will, dear friend, I promise you, change for the better, will no longer, as I have always done, chew on the cud of the little bit of unpleasantness that fate puts in our way; I will enjoy the present, and the past will be past for me. Of course you are right, my friend, people would have fewer pains if—God knows why they are made this way—their imaginations were not so busily engaged in recalling past trials rather than bearing an indifferent present.

Be so good as to tell my mother that I’m devoting myself wholeheartedly to her business and will send her news of it very soon. I have spoken to my aunt, and found that she is by no means the evil person we made her out to be at home. She is a cheerful, impetuous woman with an excellent heart. I explained to her my mother’s complaints about the part of the inheritance that has been withheld; she explained the reasons, causes, and the conditions under which she would be prepared to release it, and more than we were asking.—In short, I don’t want to write about it now; tell my mother that everything will turn out all right. And, dear friend, in this little transaction I have again discovered that misunderstandings and lethargy cause perhaps more confusion in the world than cunning and malice. At least, the last two are certainly more rare.

Otherwise I am quite happy here, the solitude in this paradisiacal region is a precious balm to my heart, and the youthful season in all its fullness warms my often shivering heart. Every tree, every hedge, is a bouquet of blossoms, and one would like to be a mayfly drifting about in the sea of heady aromas, able to find in it all one’s nourishment.

The town itself is unpleasant, but round about it an inexpressible natural beauty. This moved the late Count von M … to lay out his garden on one of the hills that intersect with the most appealing variety and form the loveliest valleys. The garden is simple, and you feel the moment you enter that its plan was not drawn up by some calculating gardener but by a feeling heart that sought its own enjoyment here. I have already wept many a tear for the deceased in the small, dilapidated summerhouse that was his favorite spot and is also mine. Soon I will be master of the garden: the gardener has taken a liking to me even in these few days, and he won’t be the worse off for it.

MAY 10

A wonderful cheerfulness has taken possession of my soul, like the sweet spring mornings I delight in with all my heart. I am alone and enjoying my life in this region, which is made for souls like mine. I am so happy, dear friend, so immersed in the feeling of quiet, calm existence, that my art suffers from it. I couldn’t draw now, not a line, but I have never been a greater painter than in these moments. When the dear valley mists around me and the high sun rests on the tops of the impenetrable darkness of my woods and only isolated rays steal into the inner sanctum as I lie in the high grass by the falling brook, and closer to the earth a thousand different blades of grass become astonishing to me; when I feel closer to my heart the teeming of the small world among the stems, the innumerable, unfathomable forms of the little worms, the tiny gnats, and feel the hovering presence of the Almighty who created us in His image, the breeze of the All-Loving One who hoveringly bears and preserves us in eternal bliss; my friend, when the world around me grows dim to my eyes, and world and sky rest entirely in my soul like the form of a beloved, then I often yearn and think: Oh, could you express this, could you breathe onto paper what lives in you so fully and warmly that it would become the mirror of your soul, as your soul is the mirror of infinite God!—My friend!—But it is destroying me, I am succumbing to the power of the gloriousness of these apparitions.

MAY 12

I don’t know whether deceiving spirits hover over this region or if it is the warm heavenly fantasy in my heart that makes everything around seem like paradise to me. Right outside the village is a well, a well to which I am spellbound like Melusine with her sisters.—You walk down a small hill and find yourself facing a vault from which some twenty steps go down to where the clearest water bubbles forth from marble rocks. The low wall above, which forms the surrounding enclosure, the high trees that shade the place all around, the coolness of the spot, it all has something enticing, something uncanny about it. Not a day passes without my sitting there for an hour. Girls come from the town and fetch water, the most harmless task and the most necessary, which in former times the daughters of kings would perform themselves. When I sit there the patriarchal idea comes so vividly to life around me, how they all, the elders, make acquaintance and court at the well, and how around the well and the springs benevolent spirits hover. Oh, whoever cannot feel that must never have refreshed himself in the well’s coolness after a strenuous walk on a summer day.

MAY 13

You ask whether you should send my books.—My friend, I beg you, for God’s sake, don’t bother me with them! I no longer want to be led on, cheered up, spurred on, my heart surges enough by itself; I need a lullaby, and that I have found in abundance in my Homer. How often do I lull my agitated blood to rest; for you have never seen anything so changeable, so restless as my heart. My friend, do I need to tell you that, you who have so often borne the burden of seeing me swing from grief to excess, and from sweet melancholy to ruinous passion? I treat my little heart like a sick child: whatever it wishes for is granted. Don’t spread this about; there are people who would hold it against me.

MAY 15

The ordinary people of the place already know and love me, especially the children. When at the beginning I first went to join them, asking them amiably about this and that, some thought I was trying to make fun
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