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The Morning After


The earth shuddered and the windowpanes clattered as muffled yet unmistakable cannon booms reverberated throughout the city. The attack was coming from the south. An overpowering blast was followed by a weaker one, and then, little by little, the staccato blasts escalated into a constant roar, as though entire batteries were being shot off. The Prussian outposts at Maua and Winzerla had already been captured, and the other troops had retreated to the north.

People lay on their beds, fully clad and alert. The dead silence in the city could be shattered at any moment by a fire alarm or clanging bells. Most residents stayed in their homes, quietly peeking out from time to time and listening fearfully for what might lie ahead.

Shots from French patrol units would soon echo through the narrow streets, and the townspeople would be exposed to a whole new world, to scenes they would never have thought possible. Students used to hearing lectures about logic and metaphysics, debating the merits of one philosophical system or another, and discussing literature, art, history, and the philosophy of nature, awoke to the sounds and sights of famished, torch-bearing soldiers prowling the streets in the early morning hours on October 13, 1806. Only those who kept their composure, had a reasonably good command of French, and refrained from hostile action would be spared the pillage and looting. Even so, jeering and rampaging filled the air. Most of the houses had been looted by ten in the morning: money, gold watches, silverware were gone. Wine, too—and there was more than enough wine in the area. Ouvrez la porte! All who did not comply voluntarily had their doors pried open on the spot. The people knew not to open their shutters. The soldiers stopped at nothing, and would smash windows to gain access; they simply hoisted themselves up, and in they went.

By noon, accompanied by military marches and headed up by generals and officers crowned with tall plumes, stately and elegant, the first regular troops had moved in through the Neutor in the south and begun to restore order. As the streets grew calm again, the local ragpickers, riffraff, and con artists laid claim to anything the French left behind in the houses. But this sense of calm was deceptive. At a time of uncertainty and fear, with world history and world spirit on a collision course, there was no telling how things would develop. War was in the air. And war would come indeed. All would be decided in Jena.





Part I

THE UNFINISHED REVOLUTION






A Philosophy Takes the Continent by Storm


It was early evening. Normally, all the residents of Leutragasse 5 spent many hours secluded in their rooms, working and writing, but as the day drew to a close, the brothers Friedrich (“Fritz”) and August Wilhelm Schlegel (“Wilhelm”), Caroline Schlegel, Dorothea Veit, Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling, Friedrich von Hardenberg (“Novalis”), and Ludwig Tieck gathered around the small sofa in the parlor, right next to the stove. Tea was served, along with cheese, pickled herring, and potatoes, all leftovers from lunch. Schelling kept reaching into the pickle jar. The household savings were nearly depleted; not much money was flowing in from the occupants’ writing. But financial matters were of lesser importance to them that night; they dined, philosophized, and studied Italian. That evening, Dante was on the agenda, La Divina Commedia, in which Fritz was well versed. When he recited Dante, his eyes lit up; his well-proportioned facial features, of late generally strained and furrowed as he struggled to make progress on the second part of his novel Lucinde, relaxed and smoothed out. While reciting, he practically forgot about the need to eat.

While Lucinde awaited its continuation—the first part had been published half a year earlier, at Eastertime in 1799— Schelling labored over a long poem about nature. He set out to write the most poetic of all poems, one with no quality more particular than that, or at least nothing that stood out as particular; he was aiming for a singular, didactic poem, a speculative epic, with absolute form as its only content. He worked on it in solitude. But this was Jena, and Jena was too small for someone to get lost in his own thoughts and go unnoticed. Everyone there knew what Schelling was up to.

His First Outline of a System of the Philosophy of Nature had recently been published, and Schelling’s name was on everybody’s lips. The publication had been fiercely attacked in literary journals, while the students in Jena lay at his feet. Schelling rubbed people the wrong way, mostly kept to himself, and remained an enigma even to his friends. Watching him eat his soup at lunchtime, bent over the table, one might easily imagine he was a military commander, perhaps a French general, but not a great philosopher. Schelling didn’t quite fit into the world of teaching, nor was he a good match for the literary sphere. Caroline came to describe him as “true granite.”

Caroline was the one person receptive to his nature. She was quite taken with him, and he with her, although she was almost twelve years his senior. Just recently, in secret, he had dazzled her by slipping a black feather onto her hat. A black feather signified enchantment, magic, mystery. Schelling flirted with her so shamelessly, right in front of the group, that Novalis, observing the spectacle out of the corner of his eye, saw the pitch-black storm clouds of a scandal forming. Something about him fascinated her—perhaps his aloofness, perhaps his originality. When they were together, a quarrel would ensue in no more than six minutes. He was far and away the most interesting person she had come across since August Wilhelm Schlegel—that is, Wilhelm, her husband.

Wilhelm and Caroline, as was well known around town and at home, took a dim view of the holy sacrament of marriage. They lived together more like good friends than people who had promised to be faithful to each other forever. By this point their marriage was evidently only on paper. Caroline didn’t care what the townspeople were saying. They could gossip all they wanted; she was used to it.

Caroline played the poised hostess while Schelling beguiled her and Wilhelm flirted with Dorothea, who lived with his brother Fritz. It was all a big jumble. Tieck, for one, considered the whole thing a complete farce. But no one wanted to say a word about it, including Tieck himself. With the world around them caving in a little bit more with each passing day, they needed to stick together at least there, in their inner circle.



The revolution was over; Napoleon Bonaparte had ended it. By means of a clever coup he had propelled himself to the top of the fledgling republic, and now, as first consul in Paris, he wielded power throughout France. The Ancien Régime was a thing of the past. Pius VI, the pope in Rome, had breathed his last; held prisoner in the citadel of Valence since February 1798, when French troops occupied the Papal States, he died there in captivity. Without a doubt, a turning point had arrived. The power of the papacy, which had maintained stability in Europe over the course of centuries, had come to an end. Never had the future been so uncertain; it seemed invariably consigned to the past before it even arrived. Time had been divided into a before and an after.

The ruling class was also on the alert, fearing that all this democratic fervor could spill over from the students to the common people and artisans, then to the farmers, servants, and day laborers. In Paris, the populace had laid down its own laws and liberated itself from the class that had kept it in shackles, and its extremes in doing so extended even to public executions.

The duke in Weimar kept an eagle eye on which scholar was giving what lecture, which course materials were circulating, and what was making its way to the public—and how it was getting there. Weimar was tightening the reins on the much-vaunted intellectual freedom in Jena. Even the slightest attempt to make common cause with the revolution was met with prosecution. The philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte had just been dismissed from the university that summer on a trumped-up charge of “atheism,” which was a mere pretext. Fichte had been a thorn in the duke’s side from the outset, even back when the duke and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe had been in the vicinity of Mainz—which was occupied by the French—discussing Fichte’s initial appointment to Jena. Fichte was regarded as Immanuel Kant’s intellectual heir, yet he was also considered a sympathizer with the French Revolution.

These were only some of the disputes that were electrifying the duchy of Saxe-Weimar in November 1799. Freedom was a watchword of these days, as was autonomy. The only thing missing was a viable foundation to build on. The events in Paris had made it amply clear that brute force did not lead to the desired result. The revolution devoured its young and then collapsed, but what freedom could be greater than freedom of thought and of art? Philosophy and literature could take the place of political actionism and revolutionary ballyhoo. The complex path to the long-desired political freedom would entail philosophical reflection and poetic imagination, which alone could bridge the divide between freedom and nature, and pave the way to a still utterly unspecified era. The new century was looming, and there was no going back. In Paris, the revolution was over and done with, but in Jena it was just getting started.



In November 1799, Jena was essentially the intellectual and cultural center of Germany. Home to fewer than five thousand residents, almost a fifth of them students, it was a midsized university town, an industrial and commercial city in the duchy of Saxe-Weimar, set in a valley between steep limestone cliffs. Its medieval buildings barely reached beyond the old city limits. In the north were the sunny mountain slopes where grapes, used to make full-bodied wine in autumn, grew among ruined castles; to the south lay expanses of land adjoining the water where students could enjoy a good swim during the summer. Everyone knew one another. The Leutra River snaked along the gardens outside the city walls, a thin silver thread that was channeled through the narrow alleys twice a week, carrying off household refuse and the contents of the chamber pots that were dumped out the windows onto the streets in the early morning hours, and eventually pouring into the Saale River.

The “Salana,” originally established in 1558 in a former Dominican monastery, was set up as a replacement for the university in Wittenberg; eleven years earlier, during the Schmalkaldic War, the military alliance of Lutheran princes within the Holy Roman Empire had capitulated to the imperial forces of Charles V, leaving Wittenberg on foreign territory. To all appearances, Jena was a German provincial backwater, a parochial place with a populace made up of students, professors, and philistines. The three major east-west streets—Johannisgasse to the north, Kollegiengasse to the south, and Leutragasse between them—were dotted with highly impressive buildings, many of them professors’ residences that were half scholarly apartment and half lecture hall, and were handed down through generations. In between those main streets, however, the atmosphere was stultifying. While neighboring Weimar, the dowager duchess Anna Amalia’s Musenhof (courtyard of the muses), lay on a plateau and was open on all sides, in Jena everything bumped up against everything else. Sunlight never reached farther down than the top floors. Some pointed gables bent backward, while others tipped forward menacingly.

In contrast to the faculty, the students were forbidden to live outside the city walls, which made conditions all the more cramped, confining, and airless. Nothing could be done about the greasy walls, the bedbugs that settled in the mattresses. Yet this town enticed everyone who was anyone, and those who aspired to attain such special distinction. In the last decade of the eighteenth century, word spread throughout Europe that this town was the true heart of European intellectual life. Plato’s Academy could now be found on the Saale River.

Fichte, a fervent supporter of the new critical philosophy, had been in Jena since 1794. Thirteen years earlier, Kant had triggered a philosophical earthquake from his hometown of Königsberg. The Critique of Pure Reason, published in Riga in 1781, was the work of the day. Kant aimed to place philosophy on a secure foundation. What we learn about objects, he explained, depends on the forms of our understanding and the forms of our perception, and the forms of our intuition are space and time. We can know nothing about how things in themselves actually are, Kant contended; the scope of our knowledge is limited.

Kant’s critique of reason shook the intellectual world. From that time forward, all metaphysical proofs of the existence of God were rendered hopelessly out of date. God’s existence could be neither confirmed nor refuted. The only thing that could be said with certainty in regard to the fundamental questions of metaphysics—world, soul, God, freedom, and immortality—was that no amount of questioning would yield an answer. Moses Mendelssohn, a philosopher who had been following the events from Berlin in the early 1780s, called Kant the “all-crusher.”

Even so, the book initially gathered dust on bookstore shelves. Only in Jena, later in the decade, did it receive the attention it merited; it was read, discussed, and commented on, and that—concurrently with the major revolution unfolding a few hundred miles away in Paris—was the beginning of its triumphant advance across the continent.

The new critical thinking seized the European continent like a shockwave, plunging the intelligentsia into a deep crisis, and the only way to emerge from this crisis was to free oneself. Sapere aude (dare to know)—“Have the courage to use your own understanding”—was Kant’s maxim. No educated person could escape doing so. There were no longer oases of eternal truths, nor was there refuge in the seclusion of venerable universities. Over in Paris, it had been the political, actual revolution that transformed the city, whereas in Jena it was the philosophical revolution of ideas that turned everything upside down. The old belief systems no longer held. Kant was the new era, and Fichte its messiah.

Since Fichte had come to Jena, students flocked in from all directions: Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, Hungary, Greece—and those from France had either fled the land of the revolution or wanted to continue developing revolutionary ideas, having identified Fichte as the theorist of political freedom. Man has no authority above himself, Fichte insisted, and must adhere only to laws that he, as a rational being, has enacted for himself.

Fichte had become famous overnight with a treatise on religion. Readers assumed that this treatise was in fact Kant’s missing fourth critique. Four questions, Kant said, mark the field of philosophy: What can I know? What ought I to do? What may I hope for? What is man? For all intents and purposes, there was actually only a single question, because the first three questions were subsumed in the last. With his three critiques, then, Kant had defined what the field of philosophy could achieve, and had commented on epistemological, moral, aesthetic, and other elements. On the path to establishing a solid foundation for philosophy, he had outlined the potential and limits of human knowledge, developed an approach to ethics from the principles of pure reason, and explained why man—a creature both sensual and intellectual—could have any degree of freedom, even though the world could only be thought of as governed by necessity and natural laws. Up to that point, however, Kant had not taken a stand on questions of religion or the nature of hope.

It seemed to readers that Attempt at a Critique of All Revelation, which was published anonymously, just had to be the concluding volume of the critical enterprise. This conclusion was not far-fetched; Fichte believed that his thinking was totally in line with Kant’s. His reverence for Kant was so great that when he and his wife, Johanna, had a son, they did not hesitate to name him Immanuel: Immanuel Hermann, to be precise. Fichte staunchly insisted that little Immanuel was the spitting image of his great eponym. Fichte was eventually revealed to be the author of the Attempt and was appointed to the university as a result of Goethe’s advocacy with the duke back in Mainz.



That fall, Friedrich Schiller could be seen hurrying through the streets in a blue tailcoat, red neckerchief, yellow trousers, and dark stockings, when he was not confined to his bed by yet another bout of the illness that racked him with spasms and made it virtually impossible for him to leave the house. The time had passed when he had to fight his way through crowds; the days when his public appearance set the whole city in an uproar were over.

He had yet to make a full recovery from driving himself nearly to collapse almost eight years earlier, yet he was as hard at work as ever. He had just completed a trilogy, Wallenstein, a monumental drama about the Thirty Years’ War. When Goethe came to Jena for a visit, he invariably spent time at his colleague’s home. Schiller had widened the driveway in front of the garden house where he spent the summer months, and often well into October or even November, for the sole purpose of accommodating Goethe’s carriage—the Fahrhäuschen (little house on wheels), as Goethe was fond of calling it. The two of them pondered poetry and philosophy, natural science and politics. And now there were even plans afoot, supported by the duke, for Schiller to relocate. Schiller wanted to be in Weimar, as near as possible to the theater and to his friend.

Schiller had come to Jena long before Fichte. Just a few short weeks before the storming of the Bastille, which marked the onset of the French Revolution, Schiller had delivered his inaugural lecture on two consecutive evenings in the city where he was now living with his wife, Charlotte, known as Lolo, and the children. The Griesbach Auditorium—the largest in the city, with a seating capacity of four hundred—was jam-packed on both nights.

Schiller had also studied Kant, particularly his Critique of Judgment, which was published in 1790. The free harmonious play of the cognitive faculties that Kant described in that work became the focus of Schiller’s thinking about the aesthetic education of man, how imagination and understanding interact in aesthetic intuition, and how a concept has to dance around intuition in order to encompass it. Schiller was convinced that art liberated man from the rule of mere conceptualized thinking, and shattered the shackles of blind necessity. For Schiller, man was truly free only when at play.

In Jena, Kant was omnipresent. Kantianism had become quite the sensation. Students tossed around concepts they knew little about, constructing systems while brandishing their swords in a childish display. Their bold philosophical constructions were sure to collapse at the slightest whiff of criticism; their mind games, which amounted to speculative, convoluted propositions, led nowhere. Joining in was all that mattered. Students in all disciplines gravitated to the philosophers. Who could care about following a tiresome curriculum if you could spiral up into the stratosphere of the mind with Kant, Fichte, and Schiller?

And in the past year, a new professor, Schelling, had joined the faculty. His critical thinking was even more radical than that of his predecessors, guided by the principle that philosophical inquiry was still far from its endpoint. He considered it utterly misguided to exclude the fundamental questions of metaphysics from critical thinking. The results were in place, Schelling argued in a letter to his friend Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, but the premises were still lacking.

Schelling’s reputation had preceded him. Before beginning his Jena lectureship, he had spent the summer in Dresden in the company of the two Schlegel brothers, Wilhelm and Fritz, as well as with Caroline, Novalis, and Fichte; there, he had already been well on his way to taking his place on the throne of critical philosophy. No sooner had he arrived in Jena than he turned everything upside down.





Venturing into Freedom

MADAME BÖHMER DIPS HER TOE INTO THE REVOLUTION


She was the object of a great many whispered remarks on the streets in Jena as she strolled across the market on Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays, while the countrywomen (who did not pay her any mind) waited for customers at their baskets, carts, and kiosks, their voices booming across the square: Fresh fruit! Fresh vegetables! The word was that Caroline Schlegel, at the side of the famous naturalist and travel writer Georg Forster, had been in cahoots with the Jacobins back in Mainz when the city, conquered by French revolutionary troops, had been summarily proclaimed a republic. It had been a revolution from below, creating the first republic on German soil.

The time Caroline spent in Mainz had left its mark on her. She had experienced firsthand what it meant to go from enthusiastic but uninvolved observer of the revolution to persecuted partisan. She could pinpoint the moment when her own life was thrown off course, triggering a terrible sequence of events and putting everything at stake. She knew what it felt like to be dragged into an abyss, with only the helping hand of a friend to pull her back out. Her changing set of names attested to the twisting path of her destiny: she was Dorothea Caroline Albertine, née Michaelis, widow of Johann Böhmer, remarried to Wilhelm Schlegel.

In Jena, Caroline was still regarded as the “famous Mme. Böhmer” who had done time at the prison fortress Königstein as a member of the Jacobin Club. She was eyed with suspicion and treated like an outcast by many, in particular by Karl August Böttiger, the ambitious journalist from Weimar, who always kept an eye out for gossip. Just recently she had heard two women chatting at the market while she was trying on a wide-brimmed hat. (It looked good on her; Schelling was sure to be pleased.) She watched the two women out of the corner of her eye as she gazed in the mirror and saw them pointing their fingers at her behind her back. In a small town like this, idle chatter was unavoidable.

Whenever Caroline heard the name Königstein, what flashed though her mind were the horrors of the days when she was held captive at the fortress in Taunus following her failed attempt, in April 1793, to escape from Mainz to her friends, the Gotters, in Gotha. Just a few miles past Oppenheim, southeast from Mainz, at a Prussian outpost, she had been stopped, searched, and—after a quick look at her passport—brought to headquarters in Frankfurt. The name Böhmer was known to the authorities. Caroline’s brother-in-law, Georg Wilhelm Böhmer, had worked closely with General Adam-Philippe de Custine, a leader in the French Revolution. Odious democrats. Her luggage was confiscated, and from headquarters she went straight into detention. Rather than liberty trees planted during the revolutionary period, she faced the walls of a dark cell.

Once, she had envisioned Mainz as the site of a long-yearned-for change of pace from her overly constrained early life. Johann David Michaelis, her father, was a highly respected theologian and orientialist at the venerable University of Göttingen, a stronghold of the German Enlightenment. Goethe would have loved to study with Michaelis in Göttingen. Her father lived in one of the most opulent buildings in the city, on Prinzenstrasse, right across the street from the main academic building and the university library. Caroline grew up in this academic setting, in the company of all her father’s esteemed guests, an environment in which it was always essential to adhere to proper etiquette.

Shortly before her twenty-first birthday, Caroline was married to Johann Franz Wilhelm Böhmer, a public health officer and mountain doctor ten years her senior, and she followed him to Clausthal in the Upper Harz region of central Germany. One year later, in 1785, their daughter, Auguste (“Gustel”), was born. The spouses shared a bond of friendship and devotion. Caroline put aside her own spirit of discovery, and they lived by clearly defined rules.

Four years after the wedding, her husband died of an infection. By this time, they had a second child, Therese, and another was on the way. Caroline felt that her only option was to return to Göttingen. It seemed ill-advised, but what was the point of remaining in Clausthal, which offered little more in the way of education than practical courses for miners and ironworkers?

She did not have much time to think things over. First came the death of her son, Wilhelm, just a few weeks after his birth; then Therese died. When her father died as well, she made the decision to go to Mainz. With her back to the wall, there was no choice but to charge ahead.

She knew a few people in Mainz, including Georg Forster, who held an appointment as head librarian at the university there, and Forster’s wife, Therese Heyne, the daughter of the classicist Christian Gottlob Heyne. In Göttingen, she and Meta Forkel, Dorothea Schlözer, and Philippine Engelhardt had formed a group of professors’ daughters who wrote essays and poems and longed to become actively involved in academic and literary activities. They focused on escaping their cramped surroundings, avoiding all the deplorable tea parties, and moving on to other delights: French, English, Italian, Diderot, Shakespeare, Goldoni! Caroline knew of Forster’s republican outlook, but when she left Göttingen, she had no idea of the dangers ahead in Mainz. Rebellion was in; decorum was out.

She never thought it possible that her venture into freedom could culminate in captivity and preventive detention. She had hoped to be invigorated by the war, if it should come; she anticipated that it would bring about a rejuvenation of her ossifed era. Caroline wanted to be able to tell her grandchildren about experiencing a siege, about a religious man having his long nose lopped off on the town square.



She was almost glad to have Auguste with her in the prison. Although Gustel was still a child, Caroline could confide in her when she didn’t know how to go on. And that was the case more often than she would have wished. The conditions in Königstein were abysmal. One cell held seven inmates. On top of that, Caroline was pregnant—not by Forster, even though Therese and half the world alleged that she had had a relationship with him. The truth was actually far worse: the father of this baby was a young French officer of the occupying forces, the nephew and adjutant of General François Ignace Ervoil d’Oyre, who had now taken the helm from Custine. And while from a distance she heard the roar of the cannons of the Holy Roman Empire’s artillery, she cursed how recklessly she had behaved during the heady celebrations of freedom on the day of the conquest.

Caroline did not feel the least bit guilty; there was no truth to the accusations of collaboration with the French that had been leveled against her. If she had done what she was being reproached for, she would have owned up to it. But she never would have exposed Auguste to such danger. She could not expect support of any kind from Forster, who had now landed in Paris. Caroline regarded herself as a political hostage.

The days in the prison were long. Caroline felt that time was coming to an absolute standstill. She had witnessed too much: horrid scenes of inmates beaten to death without so much as an interrogation, let alone a trial. At one point she did not leave her bed for three weeks. But Gustel was there. Caroline would have to go on for her sake.

In despair, she pinned her hopes on being released, but no one was prepared to post her bail. Even Goethe, the influential privy councilor and minister, whom she had once joyfully welcomed to her parents’ home in Göttingen and whom she had seen again the previous August in Mainz—they had opted not to talk politics on that occasion—was unable to come to her aid. If help did not arrive soon, she would perish. Absolute freedom or absolute tyranny: that was the watchword passed along to her by Forster, which had enticed her to come to Mainz. That had not changed. Meanwhile, the troops of the Holy Roman Empire were firing down on the city without cease.



Revolutionary wars had been raging in Europe since the previous year, and the French were omnipresent. Austria, Prussia, and allied small states mobilized to fight off the “freedom flu” rampant in France, spreading every which way like a deadly virus. The revolution had advanced to Mainz. It was vitally important for the German rulers to intervene before it was too late.

Sensing the danger that lay ahead, the establishment in the Holy Roman Empire reacted frantically to the political events in Mainz. When the archbishop of Mainz, Friedrich Karl Joseph von Erthal, had to flee his own city, he hastily scratched out the coat of arms displayed on the door of his coach—a ruler by God’s grace, he was hounded out of the court by the people’s fury. His former personal physician, reasoning that it was better to be safe than sorry, went over to the side of the revolutionaries.

In late May 1793, Carl August, the Duke of Saxe-Weimar, and his minister, Goethe, had joined up with the allied troops. Prussian and Austrian armies now besieged the city, as well as Saxon, Hessian, and Palatinate Bavarian units under the supreme command of the Prussian general Friedrich Adolf von Kalckreuth. The French army was well situated strategically.

Goethe accompanied his duke into war, as he had on the military campaign the previous fall. During that campaign, the armies of the Holy Roman Empire had been forced to admit defeat, which could not happen again. Right up until the decisive strike against the Republic, Goethe spent his time studying the theory of colors, an undertaking he’d had to interrupt for the campaign. Nature, unlike history, is patient. No one can know what lies ahead, what sorts of events will befall a given individual’s life. History can progress in leaps and bounds, but the observation of nature shows us that nature does not make such leaps, even though it constantly shifts, even though no formation is identical to any other. Goethe’s work contrasted the eventfulness of history with the steadiness of nature—an act of self-affirmation in the midst of an era that seemed to be unraveling every which way.

[image: ]
Richard Earlom, The Plundering of the King’s Cellar, Paris, August 10, 1793, mezzotint after a painting by Johann Josef Zoffany, 1795 (detail)


The duke lent him a hand at every turn, welcoming this opportune distraction. Carl August, who, like so many other observers, had initially welcomed the revolutionary events in Paris—he wished to become an “eyewitness”—feared that the demonic spirit of the revolution would at any moment make its way to Germany and ravage whole regions. Mainz was not so very far away from Weimar. If Austria, Prussia, and Russia had not taken a firm stand against the progression of history, riots would likely have broken out already in several regions of Germany. The major powers mounted a malicious campaign to counter the anarchy, but the dire situation only grew worse.

Back in the duchy of Saxe-Weimar, too, the reins were being tightened yet again to ensure that nothing disturbed the peace. Just one year earlier, in 1792, the jurist Gottlieb Heinrich Hufeland wanted to give a lecture about the French constitution, which had recently been ratified by the National Assembly in Paris, but Christian Gottlob Voigt, the executive officer in Weimar, intervened. Not wanting to fall out of favor with the government, Hufeland agreed not to hold the lecture. But Carl August knew that not all scholars in Jena and Weimar were as tractable. He trusted only his closest friends.

In this volatile period, Goethe was once again a step ahead of his duke. When it came time to identify a successor for Carl Leopold Reinhold, a confirmed Kantian and the first occupant of the chair on critical philosophy at Jena, he had already put out feelers to Fichte, who was well known to be an inveterate democrat, and whose reputation as a sympathizer of the revolution had preceded him.

Appointing Fichte as the new intellectual vanguard in Jena made sense for purely professional reasons. He would be an incomparable asset to the university, a magnet for students from all over Europe. He had recently caused quite a stir, in Weimar and beyond, with a tract titled Reclamation of the Freedom of Thought from the Princes of Europe, Who Have Hitherto Repressed It. The poet and writer Christoph Martin Wieland, who was responsible for bringing Goethe to Weimar, had spoken effusively about Fichte. But to the anonymous author of a review in the Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung, Fichte was “quite a wretched fellow.” At the time, it was hard to imagine a clearer declaration of belief in the ideas of the French Revolution than Fichte’s. And Goethe was actually trying to get this “German Jacobin” to Jena? Inconceivable.

There was a great deal of talk about such matters in the field camp outside Mainz as the summer set in on the hills overlooking the Rhine. The allied troops camped between shredded vines, on trampled, mowed-down fields—the farmers had been ordered to scythe them to prevent the French soldiers from sneaking up in the stalks of grain—and awaited the latest dreadful news about the wounded and the dead, which flowed in daily, hourly, without any prospect of changes. The days were hot and dusty, the nights a blissful respite. There was a growing sense of unease in the regiments; time was crawling. Not even with eyes closed could one picture butterflies fluttering over flowers fragrant with honey.

On June 18, 1793, the bombardment began, with shooting night and day. Churches, towers, entire streets were ablaze. On July 23, a good four months after the Republic of Mainz was founded, Austria, Prussia, and allies finally took back the city. Forster’s fear that the Germans—these coarse, poor, ignorant people—were incapable of any revolution had been confirmed right down the line. As Goethe and the duke rode through the bombed-out streets, thin threads of smoke drifted across the roofs.



Caroline’s release took a circuitous route. In the end, she was transferred to Kronberg, a small town an hour from Königstein and two hours from Frankfurt, where she could go out into the fresh air whenever she liked but where she remained a prisoner. Her youngest brother, Philipp Michaelis, was eventually able to get her out with the help of a close friend who had connections to the Prussian king. She was finally free.

Her reputation besmirched and her body ailing, Caroline entrusted herself to Wilhelm Schlegel, who knew of her plight. As a student in Göttingen, Wilhelm had tried to court this daughter of an esteemed family; back then—when his affection for her was strongest—she had rejected, ignored, and deeply offended him. Now he was seizing this second chance.

Wilhelm traveled straight from Holland to Frankfurt.
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