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Often I have composed poetry while in her arms, and have softly beat out the measure of hexameters, fingering along her spine. 
     Goethe, Römische Elegien, V

In a late reminiscence, Goethe recalled that during his close association with the poet Friedrich Schiller, he was constantly defending “the rights of nature" against his friend's “gospel of freedom.”
  Goethe’s characterization of his own view was artfully ironic, alluding as it did to the French Revolution's proclamation of the "Rights of Man."  His remark implied that values lay within nature, values that had authority comparable to those ascribed to human beings by the architects of the Revolution.  During the time Goethe made his defense, he also faced another revolution, in which Schiller was a partisan—that of Kant in the intellectual sphere.  Both upheavals had undermined the autonomy of nature, replacing her authority with that of human will and understanding.  

Previous papers in this volume have recorded the shifting fortunes of nature that brought her to this stage of jeopardy.  In the early classical period, nature as a unified whole had not yet arisen.  Animate and inanimate objects had natures—characteristic modes of action—but there was as yet, according Slatkin, no articulate concept of nature as a whole standing over against human beings.  Park has described a long period of transition, when nature became personified in the form of a didactic female, a figure imaginatively based, it would seem, upon the system of a natural philosophy (philosophia naturalis) that stood in contrast to the revealed wisdom of God.  Nature in this guise yet derived her authority and nurturing capacity from that higher, divine power.  During the seventeenth century, writers like Mandeville, as Allen has shown, began to suspect that nature might be a chimera, a fictive creature that disguised humanity's own hidden desires and inclinations.  These doubts grew during the next century—with the likes of Hume accelerating the skepticism—till finally, in the two revolutions that so troubled Goethe, nature was completely stripped of her authority.  

Goethe had become confirmed in his defense of the rights of nature during his travels to Italy during the years 1786-1788.  After he returned to Germany, he set out to develop a science that would recognize nature’s autonomy and authority.  In this reconfiguration, though, nature would come to exhibit features distinctively altered from those of her earlier incarnation.  Goethean morphology would not reinstate nature as emissary of an aloof, divine power.  Nature would no longer stand apart from human beings, designed for their instruction, but would encompass the authority of both divinity and humanity: fecund, creative nature would replace God; and man would find himself an intrinsic part of nature and able to exercise, in the role of the artist, her same creative power. This transition in the conception of nature would ultimately lead to the kind of evolutionary theory that Goethe himself would introduce and Darwin would later cultivate.
  The hinge of this great transition was, for Goethe, the experience of his southern travels, when so much depended on an Italian girl.
Art and science, nature and women obsessed Goethe from adolescence to old age.  From the surface of his concerns to the deeper recesses of his personality, these consuming interests formed many links, both rational and passional.  Nature would have a dominating authority in his life, and both art and science would be the principal modes by which he would seek to reveal her commands.  On the theoretical side, he adopted quite early on the Spinozistic conception of deus sive natura:  God and nature were one.  This philosophical perspective encouraged him to seek, through empirical research, those adequate ideas, of which Spinoza spoke—ideas that would reveal essential structures in nature, those very Urtypen used by nature in the creation of life.  

On the passional side, Goethe=s poetry expressed the joys and sorrows of an ardent embrace of nature, whether in the figure of a golden grove or a golden girl.  In his autobiography Dichtung und Wahrheit (Poetry and truth), he poetically represented his approach to both nature and women in similar fashion:  at first from a distance, with fertile imagination, then more immediately and intimately, and finally in the fabrications of memory.  His many intense relationships with women—what Schiller referred to as “the Weiberliebe that plagues him”
—became the passional means by which he explored the aesthetic and the universal in nature.  

The erotic authority that nature exercised over Goethe rose to insistent consequence during his first travels through Italy.  At that time he began to formulate the conception of the Urpflanze, the ideal plant that would exhibit the fundamental structure of all plants.  But the archetypal plant would be more than that; it would also be a creative life-force.  It was, I believe, Goethe=s sensuous encounters with Italy—its brilliant days, its lush landscapes, its ancient art—and with one woman in particular that allowed him to give substance and shape to his more abstract morphological notions.   This essay aims, in short, to show how Goethe=s experiences in Italy turned him into a romantic biologist. 

The Weimar Councilor and the Frustrated Lover
From November 1775 to September 1786, Goethe served in Weimar as a member of the Privy Council at the pleasure of Carl August, duke of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach.   During this period, Goethe achieved considerable power both as friend and advisor to his prince.  He rose to the presidency of the Council, which required immersion in the various civil concerns of the duchy; and he kept the court entertained with plays, poetry, and songs.  He also formed close friendships that extended beyond these official duties and cultural responsibilities.  Two individuals in particular shaped his passional life and intellectual outlook, Charlotte von Stein and Johann Gottfried Herder—she touched him deeply and gently swayed his intellectual appetites toward the recognition of certain ideal structures in living reality; and he brought the poet to appreciate Spinoza, who provided a theory of such ideal structures.  

Herder served as administrator of ecclesiastic affairs in the duchy and had come to Weimar at the behest of Goethe.  During the early 1780s, they conferred often on Herder=s book project, Ideen zur Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit (Ideas toward a philosophy of the history of mankind, 1784-1791).    The theoretical considerations of this multi-volume work, interlaced with assumptions drawn from Spinoza, left important residues in the recesses of Goethe=s consciousness for the later emergence of his theories of the primal plant and the primal animal, the transcendent forms of all organic life.  According to Herder=s conception, the earth went through a vast series of developments, which exhibited an underlying plan, a unity of organization running throughout nature.  “Now it is undeniable,” he observed, “that given all the differences of living creatures on the earth, generally a certain uniformity of structure and a principal form [Hauptform] seem more or less to govern, a form that mutates into multiple varieties.  The similar bone structure of land animals is obvious: head, rear, hands, and feet are generally the chief parts; indeed, the principal limbs themselves are formed according to one prototype and vary in almost infinite ways.”
 

Herder assumed that organisms instantiated a general form that was realized phenomenally in a multitude of instances.  In the construction of this theory, he relied largely on Spinoza=s conception of “adequate ideas”—ideas corresponding in essence and particularity to physical entities.  Goethe himself had briefly examined Spinoza=s Ethica during his student years.  He undertook serious study of the philosopher, however, only in Weimar, during the winter of 1784-1785, when he and von Stein together read the “holy” Spinoza.  Goethe had long since abandoned orthodox ties to Christianity, but certainly welcomed the sentiment that Herder inscribed in a Latin copy of the Ethica, which he gave to the pair at Christmas:  “Let Spinoza be always for you the holy Christ.”
  Spinoza=s conception that God and nature were one became a leitmotif for Goethe=s aesthetic and scientific approaches to nature.  The nature that he studied would have resident ideas—or archetypes—that not only represented the essential structures of particular natural beings—hence foundations for aesthetic and scientific evaluation—but also ideas that functioned to produce the very objects they represented.

During his Italian travels, this Spinozistic conception would begin to merge for Goethe with ideas drawn from Johann Joachim Winckelmann, the great critic and historian of ancient art.  Winckelmann believed that classical sculpture in particular expressed certain ideals of beauty that had to be comprehended in order to appreciate and produce significant works of art.  Only after the experience of classical art could one, according to this view, begin to discover beauty in nature.  Goethe initially accepted this Winckelmannian propadeutic, and would come to identify Spinozistic archetypes as the ground for beauty both in works of art and in works of nature.   Yet he would finally, even while in Italy, begin to reverse Winckelmann=s priority, namely it would be the immediate experience of natural beauty that would allow him to appreciate classical art and to penetrate to the archetypal reality behind its expression.  I believe Goethe was led to comprehend the value of immediate experience of nature primarily (though certainly not exclusively) through his experience of several women—his real and fancied relationships with them—climaxing in his sexual fulfillment with a woman in Rome.  They revealed to him an archetypal reality behind their individual embodiment, a standard of beauty and a force of nature.  This experience infused reality into his emerging notions of the Urpflanze, which would also be an archetype of beauty and a force of nature.  Goethe=s engagement with various women began prior to his sojourn in Italy, most poignantly in the case of the one woman who realized for him an ideal yet remained as distant as a Platonic form—Charlotte von Stein.   

She was born Charlotte Albertine Ernestine von Schardt and raised by a pious mother to those accomplishments—reading, sums, music, and dance—befitting a daughter of the minor nobility.  When the twenty-six-year-old Goethe met her, she was thirty-three, had been married eleven years, and had born seven children, four girls who died immediately after birth and three boys who survived.  Just prior to meeting Goethe, her physician, Johann Georg Zimmerman, described this most interesting woman to a friend:

The Lady-in-Waiting, Mistress of the Stables, and Baroness von Stein of Weimar.  She has large black eyes of the greatest beauty.  Her voice is soft and low.  Every man, at first glance, notices in her face earnestness, tenderness, sweetness, sympathy, and deeply rooted, exquisite sensitivity.  Her courtly manners, which she has perfected, have been ennobled with a very fine simplicity.  She is rather pious, which moves her soul with a quiet enthusiasm. . .  She is thirty-one years old, has quite a few children and weak nerves.  Her cheeks are very red, her hair completely black, and her skin, like her eyes, is Italianate.  Her figure is slim, and her entire being is elegant in its simplicity.

When von Stein had heard that the famous author of Werther might be coming to live at Weimar, she wrote Zimmermann to ask what he knew about the man.  Her friend, who had not yet met Goethe, related what he had heard from a “woman of the world.”  “Goethe,” he reported, “is the most handsome, liveliest, most original, fieriest, stormiest, softest, most seductive, and for the heart of a woman, the most dangerous man that she had ever seen in her life.”
  And for von Stein, he would prove to be all of that.

The relationship between Goethe and von Stein grew to be quite complex during the decade of their closeness (1776-1786).  She was obviously alluring, coquettish, sensitive, sexually attractive, if not a great beauty, and had a lively intellect, at least one that might appreciate Spinoza.  Goethe swooped into her dull existence like a frenzied swan from Olympus.  He was maddeningly impetuous and foolish with her, trampling on her sensitivities, and shocking her with his ribaldness and vulgarities.  His genius was matched by the size of his ego.  She would frequently remonstrate with him about his behavior, and he would hang-doggedly become apologetic, only shortly to do something else that upset her.  Yet he loved her for her efforts at taming him; and, in time, she—and the responsibilities of the court—did rein in his actions.  Goethe=s initial hyperbolic behavior serves as an index, partly at least, of his frustrated desire for her.  Typical of the early letters is this, from spring 1776:

Why should I plague you!  Lovely creature!  Why do I deceive myself and plague you, and so on — We can be nothing to one another and are too much to one another.— Believe me when I speak as clear as crystal to you; you are so close to me in all things.— But since I see things only as they are, that makes me crazy.  Good night angel and good morning.  I do not wish to see you again — Except — You know everything — I have my heart — Anything I could say is quite stupid. — I will look at you just as a man watches the stars — think about that.

Despite her sometime lapses into peevishness, she was strongly attracted to him.  He gave her instructions in English, read to her his poems and works in progress; and together they discussed everything from Spinoza to the latest gossip at court.  She was his confidant, support, and, for the early years, his passion.    


During their long relationship, Charlotte von Stein remained mistress of Goethe=s soul, though very probably not of his body.  The Weimar court, a small in-grown, gossiping community, knew of his devotion to her, but seems never to have suspected a physical relationship of the sort their duke enjoyed with a number of women, save his wife.  When Schiller visited the court in summer of 1787, a year after Goethe had departed for Italy, he heard no hint of scandal.  He wrote his friend Körner a note that suggests he perhaps did expect to hear some: “This woman possesses perhaps over a thousand letters from Goethe, and he has written her every week from Italy.  They say that their relationship is completely pure and blameless.”
  Based on the ardent out-pourings of his missives, Goethe undoubtedly wished the relationship to have become less pure.  She stoked his passions, but restrained by her piety, by her reputation, and by thoughts of her children (hardly, it seems, by thoughts of her husband), she would immediately pull back when he came too close.  He deeply valued her not only as a sexual being but even more specially as a friend; and he certainly would not have wished to destroy that friendship by a reckless attempt at seduction.   One can believe that his physical desire for her, though fluctuating, never completely died, until, that is, his journey to Italy. 

If the pitch of their relationship, that love in all its complexity, should be measured by the poetry she inspired, then one must judge their love the most significant of his life.  With her in mind, he penned a myriad of verses, in that apparently effortless way that made Schiller think of him as a sheer wonder of nature.  In a letter that accompanied one of his most evocative poems, Goethe made the connection between this particular woman, nature, and the poetic expression of both.  He wrote:  “That I am always envisioning the phenomena of nature and my love for you, you will see from the enclosed.”
  In the poem An den Mond (To the moon), which he tucked into his letter, the poet compares the soft, haunting light of the moon to his lover=s watchful eye, which holds his fiery heart like a ghost is held on a river bank. 

Your gaze softly spreads

Over my field

Like the eye of my beloved

Gently watching over my fate.

You know it to be so voluble,

This heart on fire,

You hold it like a ghost

Bound by the river.

In these remarkable lines, the poet=s burning heart and the ghost—perhaps it is a lonely spirit that arises from the earth—melt into one, as does the moon=s light and the lover=s look.  For Goethe, woman and nature flow into a single being.  

By summer of 1786, Goethe had become exhausted and frustrated.  His court and administrative duties occupied enormous amounts of time.  His love for Charlotte von Stein had settled into a comfortable companionship, with no prospect of his passion being requited; he undoubtedly feared his virginal state might become permanent.  His literary life was nigh on virginal as well, with his many compositional efforts, during this Weimar period, lying scattered into various unfinished piles.  Perhaps as a means to convince himself that his talent had not completely withered, he had contracted, in summer of 1786, to have a small edition of his collected works brought out, including drafts and occasional pieces.   Much later he told Eckermann that “in the first ten years of my Weimar ministerial and court life, I accomplished virtually nothing.”
  His scientific and philosophic excitement flickered and threatened also to die away.  And he was getting older, approaching his thirty-seventh birthday.  There was, Goethe believed, but one way out.  He had cultivated in his heart since childhood images of a land his father once visited, where disappointment and Teutonic gloom might vanish under a sun-drenched sky; it was a land becoming enshrined in German consciousness as a sensuous retreat where the inhibitions of the north could be cast away as easily as a heavy woolen cloak on a warm summer’s day.  In Goethe=s unfinished Wilhelm Meisters Sendung (Wilhelm Meister’s mission), over which he labored at this time, the enigmatic and androgynous Mignon, an Italian adolescent of mysterious origin, sings a beautiful song of longing:


Do you know the land where the lemon trees flower,

Where in verdant groves the golden oranges tower?

There a softer breeze from the deep blue heaven blows,

The myrtle still and the lovely bay in repose.

Do you know it?

There, there

Would I go with you, O my master fair.

Goethe formed secret plans to escape to that land where the lemon trees flowered—to Italy.  On 24 July 1786 he set out for Carlsbad, the social and therapeutic resort to which the court—including von Stein and Herder—had already decamped.  He remained there for the celebration of his birthday on 28 August.  But then at 3:00 o=clock in the morning of 3 September, after posting notes to the duke and his immediate friends, he slipped away from the company and boarded a coach taking him to that southern country, where he hoped for a rebirth.    

Goethe=s Italian Journey:  Love, Art, and  Morphology

The rebirth that Goethe sought in Italy would begin with his own artistic conception of the journey: he traveled with pen in hand, recording his impressions, thoughts, and reactions in diaries and letters that he prepared for von Stein and his circle of friends in Weimar.  He had planned to use this written material to compose a volume, which materialized, however, only during his later years.
  The Italienische Reise recreates that period which gave his life a new beginning and a new meaning.  This rebirth and the artistry of its telling are signaled by the motto Goethe chose for the book:  “Auch ich in Arcadien”— “I, too, am in Arcadia.”  He appears to have taken this resonant epigram from a painting by Guercino (Giovanni Francesco Barbieri, 1591-1666), whose works he viewed in Cento (17 October 1786). The picture in question portrays two shepards in an Arcadian setting.  They are gazing at a skull atop a rock slab, perhaps a tomb, which is inscribed with the legend “Et in Arcadia ego”—death, too, can be found in paradise.
  In no less dramatic terms, Goethe would portray his entrance into the Arcadia of Italy, where he would experience a death, that of his former self, and a rebirth.  At the beginning of his trip, he wrote von Stein that 

the rebirth that is transforming me from the inside to the outside continues apace.  I thought I would, indeed, learn something here, but that I would have to return to primary school, that I would have to unlearn so much—well, I didn’t count on that.

And on the denouement of the journey, he explained to Carl August the rationale for this reeducation and its scope: 

The chief reason for my journey was: to heal myself from the physical-moral illness from which I suffered in Germany and which made me useless; and, as well, so that I might still the burning thirst I had for true art. . .  When I first arrived in Rome, I soon realized that I really understood nothing of art and that I had admired and enjoyed only the pedestrian view of nature in works of art.  Here, however, another nature, a wider field of art arose before me.
 

He might have added, as he did in other letters to his patron, that a wider field of the female also opened before him.  The Italienische Reise and other material from the time speak insistently about the major features of his rebirth and, indeed, the great themes of his life:  art, nature, and women.  What must be argued, though, is the intimately affective and causally transforming relations instantiating these features.  The changes, the Bildung he experienced, though retrospectively poured by Goethe into the two years of his journey, spilled over into the next decade and a half of his life, when his new self developed in the cultural milieu of his friendship with Schiller and his interactions with the Romantic group at Jena.   But the changes do have their source in his Italian journey.

The Roman Community 

The initial goal and stabilizing anchor of Goethe=s travels in Italy was Rome, the city about which his father, who had himself visited there as a young man, had spun so many magical tales.  Shortly after reaching his destination, on 1 November 1786, he made the acquaintance of the German community of artists, with whom he quickly dropped his protective pseudonym of Herr Möller.  The community, though initially in awe of the great poet in their midst, adopted him as a friend and provided an intimate circle he always remembered with great affection.  The company included the art critic Johann Heinrich Meyer, a pupil of Winckelmann and someone with whom Goethe would have a lasting relationship; the painter Angelica Kauffman,  who had studied with Joshua Reynolds and who developed a fancy for Goethe; and Johann Friedrich Reiffenstein, another pupil of Winckelmann and by reason of age and wisdom, the padrone of the group. The two members of the community that most influenced Goethe were the painter Johann Heinrich Wilhelm Tischbein, who would leave memorable portraits of his new friend, and the writer Carl Philipp Moritz, whose psychological novel Anton Reiser evoked a powerful response in Goethe, as it still does in the modern reader. Tischbein would be Goethe=s roommate and guide in Italy, and the one who most educated his eye for the practical aspects of artistic technique.  The painter=s own considerable abilities seem to have eventually convinced Goethe, by painful comparison, of his own lack of real talent in the medium.  Shortly after Goethe met Moritz, this melancholic fellow suffered a badly broken arm.  With great solicitude, Goethe visited his new friend, sometimes twice daily, during the six weeks of the convalescence.
   They became constant companions during the poet=s time in Italy, and Goethe came to so respect Moritz=s critical sense that he included an essay on aesthetics by his friend in the Italienische Reise.  

“Without love, . . . Rome would not be Rome”

As Goethe entered the city of Rome, he expected the very stones to cry out the genius of their past.  But he also listened most attentively for the whisper of a beckoning female voice.  Charlotte von Stein had not responded physically to his overtures, and so he abandoned the northern chill for a warmer climate that promised more.  Hardly had he stepped onto Italian soil, when he began to be on the watch.  In Vincenza he noticed some “quite pretty creatures, especially the sort with black curly hair”; and in Venice, “some beautiful faces and figures.”
  During his second stay in Rome, he fell for a striking Milanese girl, whom he tutored in English; but he underwent a Werther-like moment when he learned she was already betrothed.
  And in Naples he would become entranced by Emma Lyon, the mistress of the English ambassador Sir William Hamilton.
  Hamilton was fifty-seven at the time, and she was twenty-two, “very beautiful and well built.”  She entertained Hamilton=s guests by striking a series of “attitudes”—appearing draped in a shawl or in Greek costume, now in this pose, now in that.  Her performances seemed to Goethe like an ancient dream, one which Tischbein attempted to capture on canvas.
  From Goethe=s descriptions one can well understand how this woman could entice Hamilton, who loved pretty things, into marrying her and later seduce Lord Horatio Nelson into a scandalous affair.  

And, of course, there were the artists= models.  They were generally “lovely and happy to be seen and to be enjoyed.”  Yet, as Goethe wrote Carl August, “the French disease made this paradise uncertain.”
   By the middle of his second Roman stay, he had grown quite disconsolate.  He wrote the duke another letter, lamenting the condition in which Priapus had left him:  

The sweet small god has relegated me to a difficult corner of the world. The public girls of pleasure are unsafe, as everywhere.  The zitellen [the unmarried women] are more chaste than anywhere—they won=t let themselves be touched and ask immediately, if one does something of that sort with them: e che concluderemo [and what is the understanding]? Then either one must marry them or have them married,  and when they get a man, then the mass is sung.  Indeed, one can almost say that all the married women stand available for the one who will take care of their families.  These, then, are the lousy conditions, and one can sample only those who are as unsafe as the public creatures.  What concerns the heart does not belong to the terminology of the present chancellery of love.

Goethe no doubt showed proper caution, even against the swelling tide of powerful desire.  This was not the sort of caution that Carl August himself practiced, however, and he strongly recommended Goethe follow suit.  Remarkably, Goethe appears to have taken the advice to heart, or at least fortuitous occasion accomplished what friendly council had prescribed.   On 16 February 1788, he wrote Carl August:

Your good advice, transmitted 22 January directly to Rome, seems to have worked, for I can already mention several delightful excursions.  It is certain that you, as a doctor longe experientissimus, are perfectly correct, that an appropriate movement of this kind refreshes the mind and provides a wonderful equilibrium for the body.  I=ve had this experience more than once in my life, and also have felt discomfort when I have deviated from the broad road to the narrow path of chastity and safety.

The adolescent boast of the last line undoubtedly suggested to the duke, as it does to us, that Goethe only recently acquired more than theoretical knowledge of that delightful motion.  

One of the greater mysteries of Goethean scholarship has been the identity of his Italian mistress, assuming, of course, that his representation to Carl August had substance.  In the Römische Elegien, the poem cycle that he began either during his last weeks in Italy or shortly after his return to Weimar, the poet sings of his affair with a young Italian woman named Faustine.
  

Then one day she appeared to me, a brown-skinned girl [bräunliches                  Mädchen]

Whose dark, luxuriant hair tumbled down from her brow.

Blessedly, she knows nothing of Lotte and Werther.  They nightly honor the god Amor “devilishly, vigorously, and seriously.”
  The object of this affection has been not been identified with any certainty, though, from the evidence of the poems, she seems to have been a young widow of modest circumstance with a small child, an individual safe enough from the French disease.
   Yet the persona of the poems seems to mask a second woman as well, Christiane Vulpius, whom Goethe met back in Weimar shortly after his return and who quickly became his mistress and later officially his wife.  During the period of his reworking of the poems, he rejoiced in love and sexual pleasure with this new mistress, and her scent lingers over their final composition.   In this way, Goethe=s art transformed the artist:  he became in Weimar the lover the poems describe; and to further this metamorphosis, he refused to staunch speculation about the authenticity of the events depicted.  The cycle yet celebrates Rome and the experiences of the poet in that city—and it is, to that extent, biographically revealing, even if the original experiences have been transmuted through a resexualized imagination.
  But even more importantly, these poems also express Goethe=s deeply felt convictions about the relationship of the female ideal to art and science—a complex matter I will discuss in greater detail below.

The Artist in Rome

Goethe traveled to Rome with a satchel full of manuscripts, undoubtedly expecting the new milieu to liberate an inspiration stunted in colder climes.  He also had the task of making these manuscripts publishable for the edition of his collected works.  Before leaving Weimar, he had a decent draft of a prose version of his play Iphigenie auf Tauris; but Italy warmed him to the more classical format of a verse rendition, which he completed in the middle of December 1786.  The next year he finished another play previously set aside, his Egmont, a tale which celebrates moments of happiness even in the darkening shadow of mortality.  Italian musical heritage, as well as popular songs heard on every street corner, provided the atmosphere, if not the needed genius, for rewriting two operettas he had earlier composed, Erwin und Elmira and Claudina von Villa Bella.  He worked on his early draft of Faust, and completed a few new scenes that gave the drama a different orientation; but his vision did not quite embrace the whole, and Faust remained a fragment.  During the lasts months of his sojourn, however, he all but finished the play Torquato Tasso.  Italy obviously sharpened a pen that had become dull with producing official documents and frustrated love letters.  

When he came to Italy, Goethe also brought his sketchpads, and always attempted to quicken his eye to the art that could found in museums and even beneath his feet in that ancient land.  Tischbein and two other artist friends, Johann Heinrich Meyer and Christoph Heinrich Kniep, provided constant instruction not only in art history but in the practice of sketching and painting.   Toward the end of his journey, though, Goethe reluctantly came to the conclusion that he had only a modest talent for painting.  He simply was not able to accomplish what Tischbein and Kniep could in a few deft strokes.  Yet his efforts at acquiring artistic skill revealed to him how such practical experience proved a necessary condition for the intuition of ideal structures that might lie more deeply below surface appearances.

Goethe studied the paintings and statuary of the ancients with Winckelmann=s Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums (History of ancient art, 1764) as his vademecum.  Winckelmann disdained those critics who constructed their histories and judgments, not from the meticulous examination of the works themselves, but from journals and books.  This insistence on the immediate experience of objects appealed to Goethe, though Winckelmann=s considerations of what constituted ideal beauty and how it should be realized—e.g., ideal proportions of different bodily parts, representations of dress, etc.—these considerations left Goethe rather confused and uncertain.
  As a result he became initially convinced of a sharp boundary between the realm of art and the realm of nature. Just after receiving a new translation of Winckelmann=s book in early December, he wrote Duchess Louise (wife of Carl August) to explain his abrupt departure from Weimar.  In the course of his account of the artistic riches of Rome, he observed

that nature is more congenial and easier to view and evaluate than art. The lowliest product of nature has a sphere of perfection within itself and I need only have eyes to see in order to discover these relationships; I am convinced that a whole, true existence is enclosed within this small circle.  A work of art, on the other hand, has its perfection outside of itself.  The “best” of it is in the idea of the artist, which he seldom or never achieves, and follows from certain assumed laws, which are derived from the character of art and of craft.  But these latter are not so easy to understand and decipher as the laws of living nature.  In works of art, there is tradition; the works of nature, however, are always like words immediately spoken by God.

Winckelman had insisted that artist genius harbored an ineffable ideal of beauty, which could never be given adequate expression.  A given work of art might only dimly reflect that beauty, refracting it through historically determined styles of realization.   Greek art—sculpture in particular—did, however, achieve the most luminous instantiations of ideal beauty.  And this is why ancient art offered models for the cultivation of taste and aesthetic judgment.  The great critic contended that only after coming to appreciate ideal beauty as exemplified in the work of the Greeks could one begin aesthetically to judge nature according to the proper standard.
   Goethe initially endorsed these Winckelmannian notions, though his letter to Luise suggests they were not his spontaneous convictions.  He continued to immerse himself in the art of the ancients, attempting to discover therein the ideals of beauty that his guide so evocatively described.  And as he confronted the art of different centuries—from the ancient period to the Renaissance and modern times—he came quickly to appreciate what Winckelmann taught about the historical character of artistic expression.   “No judgment in this field is possible,” Goethe wrote in January 1787, “unless one has made it in light of historical development.”
  Thus the relativity of artistic styles had to be distinguished from the essentiality of nature, whose eternal structures could be read off the surface of their appearances—at least this was Goethe=s opinion at the beginning of his journey.  Only after he had reflected more deeply on the character of nature, especially as the result of his experiences in Sicilian parks and Roman arms, would his notions of nature and art undergo yet further development.  By the time he returned to Weimar, Goethe would come to see as well the essential in art and the historical in nature, both as confirmed by an Italian girl.

The Morphological Conception of Nature and Art

On Ash Wednesday, 21 February 1787, just after the madness of the Roman Carnival had subsided, Goethe wrote Frau von Stein one of his typically hesitating letters, professing both love (“all the fibers of my being depend upon you”) and enervation (“today I am confused and rather weak”).
  He was getting ready to depart for Naples and Sicily, and his preparations reminded him of what he had left in Germany.  He was drawn irresistibly south, where grew the lemon-trees whose remembered fragrance had produced great longing in Mignon. Those lands, as well, promised adventure—he had learned that ancient Vesuvius had begun spewing fire. 

He arrived in Naples on 25 February, and a week later set out to climb the fabled volcano—as his great admirer Haeckel, in conscious imitation, would three-quarters of a century later.  In his first attempt to reach the new crater, the sulfurous fumes drove him back.  He tried again four days afterwards, this time with a reluctant Tischbein in tow.  A small eruption showered them with ashes and rocks, and one large stone came close enough to produce that frisson of imminent death, which Goethe on this and other occasions found so exhilarating.  He would return once more two weeks later to watch the lava flow from the new site.
  

The dramatic experience of wildly beautiful nature subtly suggested to Goethe the poverty of the merely artistic imagination, Winckelmann=s assertions notwithstanding.  The calmer scenes of beauty made no less a striking impact.  A few days after his last experience with Vesuvius, he was returning to Naples in a small coach driven by a young lad.  They came upon an elevated view of the city, in all its magnificence, with the harbor in the distance.  The boy let out a yell, which startled Goethe, who turned in irritation to the rough Neapolitan youngster.  But the boy, pointing his finger toward the city, exclaimed, “Sir, forgive me.  This is my native land!”  Goethe confessed, “tears came to the eyes of this poor northerner.”

Goethe and his new friend Kniep left Naples by boat for Palermo on 29 March 1787.  The sailing took five days, for most of which Goethe lay sea-sick and delirious in his cabin.
   In the early morning of 1 April, a gale tossed the ship about, creating not a little fear in this man of German soil.  However, at dawn the sky cleared, and at noon the coast of Sicily came into view.  They landed in Palermo on 2 April, and would remain in the city for two weeks, with ventures into the countryside.  Just before leaving the town, a set of events occurred which gave impetus to Goethe=s developing understanding of the relations holding among art, nature, and the female.

On 16 April 1787, Goethe went to the public gardens in the city to relax with a copy of the Odyssey.  He was reading Homer as preparation for the composition of a play, tentatively titled Nausikaa.  In Homer, Odysseus, naked and filthy, washes up on the shore of an island and immediately falls asleep.  He is awakened by the play of a most beautiful girl, Nausikaa, daughter of king Alcinous.  Once cleaned and properly dressed, the now magnificent Odysseus awakens keen desire in Nausikaa. She takes him to the garden of Alcinous, while she goes forth to prepare the court, where he will sing of his many adventures.
  Goethe, who regarded the garden of Palermo more lovely than the imagined garden of Alcinous, returned the next day to continue his meditation on his proposed play, which ultimately never got beyond a few lines.  But as he sat down to ruminate, before he knew it, as he recalled, “another spirit seized me, which had already been tailing me during these last few days.”  He gazed around the garden, and inquired of himself: 

Whether I might not find the Urpflanze within this mass of plants?  Something like that must exist! How else would I recognize that this structure or that was a plant, if they were not all formed according to a model.

Goethe thus moved in imagination from contemplating the lovely Nausikaa and the glorious Odysseus in the garden of Alcinous to the striking notion that in the real garden of Palermo he might discover a comparably beautiful and magnificent form.  

Though Goethe believed he might actually find the Urpflanze in Sicily, his conception of the entity remained labile, as indicated by a hypothesis he formed at this time.   In respect of the organic parts constituting the Urpflanze, he supposed:  “all is leaf, and through this simplicity the greatest multiplicity is possible.” The leaf, he thus conjectured, might be transformable into all the other parts.  In this sense, “a leaf that only sucks fluid under the earth we call the root; a leaf that spreads out from those fluids, we call a bulb, an onion for instance; a leaf that stretches out, we call the stem” and so for all the other parts of the plant.
  But the leaf, as Goethe here mused, must be understood symbolically: it represented a unitary dynamic force beneath the multiple transformations to which it gave rise—indeed, a short time later he would refer to “the leaf in its most transcendental sense.”
  Just so, the Urpflanze itself might be conceived as the dynamic, unifying idea that lay behind the great variety of living plants.  Much later, when he published the Italienische Reise in 1816, he wrote Christian Nees von Esenbeck that his friend would be bemused at the diary of his journey because “I sought at that time the Urpflanze, unaware that I sought the idea, the concept whereby we could develop it for ourselves.”
  But that awareness had already reached the penumbra of Goethe=s consciousness, as his remarks on the leaf suggest.  Spinoza had already set him on the path that would lead to Kant and then to the Romantics.

A theme of this paper has been the deep emotional and aesthetic connection between Goethe=s experience of female forms—in literature and life—and his ideal biological structures.  The eternal feminine and the eternal plant were for Goethe both ideals of beauty and models for the comprehension of their many empirical instantiations—illustrated in the former instance by the many women Goethe conjured up in his autobiographical writings and sung of in his poetry.   Another tale from the Italienische Reise strongly evinces this conjunction.  On 25 March 1787, just a few days before Goethe left for Palermo, Kniep invited him to the roof of his apartment to enjoy the magnificent view of the bay of Naples and the coast of Sorrento.  As they were engrossed in the scene, all of a sudden, up from the trap door leading to the roof, a beautiful head emerged, that of Kniep=s mistress.  To Goethe she seemed like the angel of the Annunciation: “But this angel really had a beautiful figure, a pretty little face, and a fine natural comportment.  I was delighted to see my new friend so happy under this wonderful sky and in view of the most beautiful region of the world.”
  Immediately after he narrated this story, Goethe went on to say that he took a walk along that striking seacoast, where he had a flash of insight concerning his botanical ideas.  The passage reads:  “I have come to terms with the Urpflanze; only I fear that no one will wish to recognize the rest of the plant world therein.”
  Beautiful nature, a beautiful woman, and the primal plant.  

I have drawn these conjunctions out of Goethe=s Italienische Reise, a book he composed of letters and diaries over a quarter of a century after the events spoken of took place.  When he cast a melancholic gaze back over this time in Italy, he recalled it as that period in his life when he discovered “what it really was to be a man”; and by comparison to his existence in Rome, he judged that he had “never again been happy.”
  Whether the connections that I have followed, then, were the actual fusions of ideas and motivational associations made during the period or whether they were later imposed by a reminiscent imagination is, of course, impossible to know, since few of the original letters and diaries have survived.  Yet, other, contemporary sources are available, namely new scenes for Faust and his poem cycle Römische Elegien.  He likely began both of these during his last weeks in Italy and further worked on them shortly after his return to Germany, while memory and longing were still green.

“I have softly beat out the measure of hexameters, fingering along her spine”

Fifteen years prior to his Italian journey, Goethe had a draft of Faust, which he had only desultorily reexamined in those intervening years.  But now, in Italy, he determined to finish it, since he wanted to include it in the Göschen edition of his collected works.  He added several scenes, yet he simply could not bring the work to completion, at least not to his own satisfaction.  It would be published in the collected works as Faust, a Fragment.  The most important of the scenes added during his Italian sojourn speaks to the theme of this paper.  In “A Witch=s Kitchen,” Mephistopheles brings Faust to a witch who will concoct a magic elixir to make him young again.
   While in the kitchen, Faust gazes into an enchanted mirror and sees

The image of a woman so very fair!

Can a woman be that exquisite?

Should I see in this body lying there

The essence of a heavenly visit? 

Is there anything on earth to compare? 

After Faust quaffs the magic potion and wishes once more to look at the enticing image, Mephistopheles exclaims,

No! No! You shall soon see the model [Muster]

Of every woman bodily before you.

And then adds softly:

Drinking this you will see in flesh and nail

Quickly Helen in every female

In the Italian re-draft of Faust, the force of the story has shifted from that of the seduction of a girl—Gretchen—to the quest for an ideal of beauty and love, but one discoverable only in immediate experience.  Goethe suggests here that experience must drive down to the ideal, to the active force that lies in the depths of reality, a force that must be comprehended in order to construe its empirical appearances.  Helen—the very form of beauty itself—is present in every female, something that Faust must comprehend, must come to see, even if too late in the case of Gretchen. The fundamental model, the force, which furnishes the rationale for Faust=s striving, is that of beauty, of Helen, of the very form of the female.

Goethe=s Römische Elegien expresses a similar theme, though with greater lyrical intensity.  Of the twenty published poems of the cycle, the fifth achieves an elegance and beauty not otherwise matched.  In this particular poem, Goethe blends images, feelings, and ideas within alternating hexameter and pentameter lines that evoke the poetry of the Roman elegists.  Yet the poem is distinctively Goethe=s own: it erotically synthesizes experiences of classical sculpture and of a real woman, showing them to be constituted by the same eternal form.  

Happy, I find myself inspired in this classical setting;

The ancient world and the present speak so clearly and evocatively to me.

Here I follow the advice to page through the works of the ancients,

With busy hands and daily with renewed joy.

Ah, but throughout the nights, Amor occupies me with other matters.

And if I wind up only half a scholar, I am yet doubly happy.

But do I not provide my own instruction, when I inspect the form 

Of her lovely breasts, and guide my hands down her thighs?

Then I understand the marble aright for the first time: I think and compare,

And see with feeling eye, and feel with seeing hand. 

Though my beloved steals from me a few hours of the day,

She grants me in recompense hours of the night.

We don=t spend all the time kissing, but have intelligent conversation;

When sleep overcomes her, I lie by her side and think over many things.  

Often I have composed poetry while in her arms, and have softly beat out

The measure of hexameters, fingering along her spine. 

In her lovely slumber, she breathes out, and I inspire

Her warm breath, which penetrates deep into my heart.

Amor trims the lamp and remembers the time 

When he performed the same service for his three poets.

Even through inadequate translation, perhaps some impression of the whole has yet been preserved.   A conceptual rendition of the poem further strips it of its aesthetic meaning.  While recognizing that crucial liability, let me attempt one reading that coheres with much else that I have concluded thus far about Goethe=s aesthetics and metaphysics.  In the first part of the poem, the poet claims to understand great, classical art only when he can embrace its living embodiment.  The white, hard marble of the statue speaks to him only after he has experienced the brown, pliant flesh of the girl (“I inspect the form/ Of her lively breasts, and guide my hands down her thighs”). As a result, the visual aspects of each have taken on a new depth of tactility and, reciprocally, haptic awareness of their form has been imbued with visual qualities (“see with feeling eye, and feel with seeing hand”)—thus he might then “page through the works of the ancients” with eyes manually instructed.  The first part of the poem, then, suggests that the sculptured marble and the living girl embody the same Urform of the female, a form necessary for both the actual creation of each—by the artist and by nature—and for the aesthetic comprehension of each.  The second part of the poem relates how this now-understood dynamical form transmutes into another artistic instantiation, this time in poetry.  In an unforgettable image, the poet lies in the arms of his lover, inspiring her living spirit and beating out the hexameters of a poem he is composing—the very poem we are reading?—by counting along her vertebrae.  The poet is actually following the natural form of his lover in order to impress that same form on his words.  The erotic power of nature thus transmutes into an artistic force that realizes beauty in another medium. Touch and vision, reason and sense combine in love to produce an aesthetic and intuitive understanding of the unity grounding nature and art.  

Journey=s End
The conclusion of the Italian journey really marked a new beginning for Goethe as he returned to Weimar.  The new beginning had several interrelated components.  With Winckelmann, he maintained that the artist worked with an ineffable conception of beauty, whose expression would be conditioned by historical circumstance.  Classical artists—whether Phidias or Homer—yet achieved a realization of the archetype of beauty in a more objective way than modern artists.   Upon returning from Sicily (17 May 1787), Goethe made this point in a letter to Herder: 

Let me express my thoughts briefly.  They [ancient writers] represent real existence, we usually represent its effects. They portray what is frightful, we portray frightfully; they the pleasant, we pleasantly, and so on.  As a result everything we produce is overdone, mannered, without real grace, a mess.
 

Goethe then immediately confessed to his friend that he perhaps did not initially appreciate what Homer had wrought; but now, on his return from Sicily—his head reeling with images drawn from immediate experience of rocky coasts and stand-strewn bays—“the Odyssey for the first time has become for me a living word.”
  Just so the marbles of Polycleitos and Myron required the real experience of the lover=s caress to appreciate what they had achieved.  Only under the erotic authority of the living female could the forms buried in the marble come alive.

In the Italienische Reise, Goethe associated his remarks to Herder about the ancients= objectifying ability with a passage from a letter to von Stein and the Weimar group.  The letter, actually written two weeks after the one to Herder, related what he had learned about the Urpflanze:  

Tell Herder that I am very near to the secret of the generation of plants and their organization.  Under these skies, one can make the most beautiful observations.  Tell him that I have very clearly and doubtlessly uncovered the principal point where the kernel [Keim] is located, and that I am in sight, on the whole, of everything else and that only a few points must yet be determined.  The Urpflanze will be the most wonderful creation on the earth; nature herself will envy me.  With this model and its key, one can, as a consequence, discover an infinity of plants—that is, even those that do not yet exist, because they could exist.  It will not be some sketchy or fictive shadow or appearance, but will have an inner truth and necessity.  The same law [Gesetz] will be applicable to all other living things.

In his Italienische Reise, Goethe juxtaposed his observations about the objective idea used by superior artists with this passage, in which he described the objective idea—or law—used by nature.  The connection between the artist=s idea and nature=s idea was, via this conjunction, only implicit.  But in another letter to von Stein and his Weimar circle, written not long after the one quoted above, he made connection between the artist and nature quit explicit:

These great works of art are comparable to the great works of nature; they are created by men according to true and natural laws.  Everything arbitrary, imaginary collapses.  Here is necessity, here is God.

The notion that the artist operates according to the same laws as nature received a comparable expression in an essay that Goethe jotted down in his travel diary at this time (and published shortly after his return).  In Einfache Nachahmung der Natur, Manier, Styl (Simple imitation of nature, manner, style, 1789), he distinguished artists of modest ability, who would imitate nature very precisely in their simple compositions, from those of greater talent, who would discover within themselves a language, a manner, by which to express more complex subjects.  But the truly great artist would dialectically incorporate both of these stages and move beyond them.  He or she would study the varying phenomenal aspects of natural objects, penetrating to their essential features, and thus be able to express in an artistic medium what nature expressed in her phenomenal medium.
  Goethe=s assertions in this essay reversed the priority that Winckelmann had given to the imitation of ancient art.  The great critic had proclaimed that immersion in ancient works would develop the kind of taste necessary to appreciate beauty in nature.
  Goethe proposed that authority flowed in a different direction: namely, that perception of nature revealed a kind of beauty and reality that would illuminate the work of ancient authors.  Despite this alternative emphasis, the stamp of Winckelmann on Goethe=s thought is unmistakable.  Goethe reached his conclusion about the artist working according to the same laws as nature through his reading of Winckelmann, but a Winckelmann sifted through his own experiences in Italy—and added to this mix, a tincture of Spinoza.  This conviction would leaven Goethe=s biological science during the rest of his life.   He would find a comparable conception, somewhat differently formulated, in Kant=s third Critique, which he would take up not long after his return to Germany.  And later, under Schiller=s tutelage, he would come to admit that nature, as experienced, has its humanly constructed features, but also to recognize with the Romantics that there was a deep aspect of human nature that connected it with external nature, making the interchange between man and the world harmonious.  As he epitomized this notion in his posthumously published maxims: “There is an unknown, law-like something in the object that corresponds to an unknown, law-like something in the subject.”

I have argued that nature in the form of the female had a command over Goethe, an erotic authority that directed him to the deeper scientific understanding of nature writ large, as well as to the comprehension of that nature found in great works of art.  In rendering this argument, I have done violence to the Romische Elegien by stripping those poems of their aesthetic beauty.   Perhaps, though, W. H. Auden offered the only kind of comment suitable to the medium—another poem.   In “Good-by to the Mezzogiorno,” he recognized Goethe (despite their different sexual tastes) as the very emblem of the poet:

Goethe,

Tapping homeric hexameters

On the shoulder-blade of a roman girl, is

(I wish it were someone else) the figure

Of all our stamp.

Two years after Goethe had returned to Weimar, he attempted a second journey to Italy; he felt the need to recapture that originating experience.  After about six weeks, however, he admitted he could not make the past come alive again.  He reluctantly headed back home in melancholy disappointment, but never thereafter ceased to recall the time of his rebirth.  Auden=s poem ends with a remark about Italy that might reflect Goethe=s own lasting feelings about the land that so changed his life:  

Though one cannot always

Remember exactly why one has been happy,

There is no forgetting that one was.
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