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Preface and Acknowledgements

Preface 

During the years that have been called his “years of crisis,”1 Schubert encountered and set to music many poems stemming from the movement known in German as the Frühromantik: early Romantic circles of writers and thinkers who gathered in Berlin and Jena for a few brief years of intense productive engagement. These young and rebellious intellectuals engendered an exciting hothouse atmosphere from which sprang a rich and tangled jungle of ideas. Flourishing in the 1790s, the intensely social and collaborative world of the Frühromantik faded just after 1800, but its ideas have continued to influence intellectual history ever since. Schubert’s involvement, about twenty years after they were written, with poems expressing some of those ideas is but one of many examples.

1 See Werner Aderhold, Walther Dürr, and Walburga Litschauer, eds, Franz Schubert: Jahre der Krise, 1818–1823: Bericht über das Symposion, Kassel, 30 September bis 1. Oktober 1982 (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1985).
Since the early Romantics challenged and questioned nearly everything they encountered, it is not surprising that they were concerned with the nature of meaning and understanding. Their interest in the theory of interpretation is reflected, for example, in August Wilhelm Schlegel’s dialogue “Die Gemählde,” which chronicles the discussions several members of the group conducted as they viewed the famous Dresden art galleries. The theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher, closely connected with the early Romantics, was a central hermeneutic theorist of the time. With this circumstance in mind, it is quite interesting and fruitful to examine Schubert’s settings of early Romantic poetry through a hermeneutic lens: that is, to explore these songs in order to discover what interpretive strategies Schubert himself used when he approached these texts and used them as a basis for his music.

This study will examine Schubert’s settings of two central figures of the Frühromantik: thirteen of his sixteen songs on texts by Friedrich Schlegel and all six of his settings of poetry by Friedrich von Hardenberg, whose poetic pseudonym was Novalis. It will be argued that these nineteen songs demonstrate three interpretive strategies that vary according to important characteristics of the poetry and the thoughts behind it.

Interestingly, the reception histories of these two writers have been quite contrasting. Schlegel has rarely been taken with any seriousness as a poet; his critical and historical essays have been considered his important contributions. It must be admitted that his poetry is characterized by a didactic awkwardness that he never overcame. The very self-consciousness of the poems, though, while it may diminish their effect as sweeping artistic experience, leads them to express their philosophical points quite directly. I will argue that Schubert approached Schlegel’s poems with their ideas in mind and attempted to find musical equivalents for these. In his most successful settings of these poems, the song can be interpreted as a diagram, or schema, of the poem’s most essential idea.

Schubert was particularly drawn to Schlegel’s poems about nature. Eleven of his Schlegel settings were drawn from the poetic cycle Abendröte. Examination of this cycle reveals a coherent and understandable set of ideas that are played out in various ways throughout the twenty-two poems. Although Schubert’s settings were composed across a span of about four years, I will consider these songs together. My model of the interpretive strategy used by Schubert in settings from this collection—a strategy for how to convey clear and distinct ideas by using music in various ways to diagram the poems’ central points—is first discussed in Chapter 2, using the song “Die Berge” as a case study. This approach to composition has much in common with the Kantian schema. In Chapter 3, I lay out some of the general issues of interpretation raised by Schleiermacher and others at this time. Chapter 4 then addresses the other songs in the Abendröte collection with the ideas of Kant and Schleiermacher in mind. While these songs share certain textual themes and some musical constructions, they also function quite separately, as each is musically determined by specific ideas and images of its text.

Novalis, unlike Schlegel, was first acclaimed as a poet, beginning with publications at the very end of his life and soon after his death. Only in much more recent times has the range of his writings on other topics, including philosophy and science, been fully recognized and appreciated. His poetry, much more evocative than Schlegel’s, is correspondingly less explicit about the ideas that underlie it. In his poems, Novalis evokes and relives inner experiences, while Schlegel seems instead to design the experiences he describes so that they will fit the philosophical points he wishes to make.

Novalis’s poetry blends religious imagery drawn from Christianity with very strong erotic material. Schubert’s six selections from two of Novalis’s works, the Geistliche Lieder and Hymnen an die Nacht, can be divided into two contrasting groups. Two of the poems are among the poet’s most individual and passionate creations, while the other four texts approach religion from a more conventional perspective. Schubert’s interpretive strategy, as I argue in Chapter 5, was to treat the six songs as a set. This grouping operates on two levels. First, the songs are linked by certain musical qualities, so that they create a shared sound world. Their shared musical material is more comprehensive than that of the Abendröte songs. Second, they can be understood in relation to one another. Indeed, if we follow Schubert’s clues as to the proper order of the songs, they lead to a conclusion about which side of Novalis’s religious thought most appealed to the composer.

Schubert’s expansive setting of another nature poem by Schlegel is quite a different sort of work. I discuss this song, “Im Walde,” in Chapter 6, where I also suggest that Schubert’s experimental, mosaic-like construction of this song arose because the ideas in this poem are much less comprehensible than those in Abendröte. Schubert’s interest and sympathy for the text notwithstanding, he did not have sufficient information to design a diagram-like musical solution, as he had with some of the Abendröte songs. In its place, he created a complex musical edifice whose variations and repetitions reflect the evocative but incoherent images of the text, which blends nationalistic pride with vague philosophical references to Schlegel’s obscure cosmology.

The epigraph, “and but think that I am thinking,” comes from one of the Abendröte texts that Schubert did not set. I choose it as an emblem for the book for two reasons. The actual intent of the line—that the shepherd thinks about his own thoughts—captures the emphasis on reflection that is central to the Frühromantik and thus to this book. Read differently, though, it could be a comment from Schubert himself, addressed to many of his listeners over the years. What happens if we think that Schubert is thinking?
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Chapter 1 The Berlin/Jena Romantics

DOI: 10.4324/9781315607733-1


Philosophy, history, sociology, politics, poetry, music, and visual art are tied to this high period [Hoch-Zeit] of the German spirit; we recognize ever more clearly that our life questions were already theirs, that theirs have newly become ours, and thus historical observation is linked to the active present. Therefore, we cannot learn enough about these people who passed away more than a century ago: what they thought, what they taught, what they accomplished. It is not at all simple antiquarian curiosity that moves the researcher and lover of history here; it has to do with our most significant daily concerns.

Josef Körner1

1 “Philosophie, Geschichte, Soziologie, Politik, Dichtung, Musik und Bildkunst knüpfen wieder an jene Hoch-Zeit deutschen Geistes an; wir erkennen immer besser, daβ unsere Lebensfragen schon die ihren waren, die ihren neuerdings unsere geworden sind, und so verbindet sich geschichtliche Betrachtung mit tätiger Gegenwart. Nicht genug kann man darum erfahren von jenen vor einem Jahrhundert schon dahingegangenen Menschen, was sie dachten, was sie lehrten, was sie wirkten. Keineswegs nur antiquarische Wiβbegier bewegt hier den Forscher und Geschichtsfreund, es handelt sich um höchst tagläufige Sache.” Krisenjahre der Frühromantik, 2nd ed. (3 vols., Bern and Munich: Francke Verlag, 1969), vol. 1, pp. ix–x. All translations are my own unless otherwise identified.



For too long this approach has let a literary tail wag a cultural and philosophical dog. Yet romantic literature was only one part of a broader intellectual and cultural movement, and it is intelligible only in the light of romantic philosophy, especially its epistemology, metaphysics, ethics, and politics. If the romantics gave pride of place to the aesthetic, giving it superiority to philosophy as a guide to truth, that was only for all too epistemological and metaphysical reasons.

Frederick C. Beiser2

2 The Romantic Imperative: The Concept of Early German Romanticism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), pp. ix–x.


The writers of the early Romantic movement made advances in so many fields that the meaning and importance of their work is still the subject of debate, particularly as their ideas are often deliberately and tantalizingly evasive. It is far beyond the scope of this book to give a comprehensive account of early Romanticism, known in German as the Frühromantik. Rather, this chapter presents an overview of the movement’s central people, how they interacted with one another, and some of their ideas. There are no new discoveries or interpretations here, but rather a summary of material that is available elsewhere (much of it only in German), but not conveniently gathered in one place. Throughout this chapter, references point the reader to fuller discussions of various topics.

While the early Romantic movement began in the 1790s and peaked in Jena and Berlin around 1800, most of its central figures remained active in European intellectual life for the next two or three decades. Since this chapter is intended as background for the discussions of poetry and song later in the book, and since most of that poetry stems from the early period, the overview presented here stops just after 1801, when the early Romantic circle in Jena was dissolved. This means that some very interesting material is left out, including August Wilhelm Schlegel’s years in the household of Mme. de Staël, the Schlegel brothers’ lectures in Vienna, and the movement’s later tendency toward political conservatism and religious mysticism. I touch on those topics in Chapter 6, as the poem “Im Walde” dates from that later time. One of the central questions about early Romanticism is whether these later developments should be interpreted as a drastic shift or a natural continuation of its early stages. I will leave that question unanswered here, though, as the discussion below will demonstrate, the movement seemed to thrive on tension and contradiction even in its early years.

Interdisciplinary to the core, the Romantic movement invites investigations that cross boundaries. This study, for example, encompasses topics from literature, music, philosophy, and history. I hope that it will attract a broad readership, ranging from scholars in those disciplines to educated readers from the general public. While the Romantic writers and composer studied here were German and Austrian, their concerns were universal, so it is my intent to make their ideas accessible in English to readers who may not have studied German.

The early Romantic movement was quite short-lived and its ideas rather esoteric; the later stages of the movement are more familiar. Thus, readers who have not explored this material before may expect early Romantic poetry and its musical settings to be relatively simple, emphasizing emotional experience. Scholars of the period, on the other hand, recognize its intense complexity. Rather than simply embracing feeling over reason, thinkers around 1800 struggled to reconcile the two, and as a result, early Romanticism was often more intellectual than emotional. Furthermore, the separation into academic disciplines that we know today was far less developed then: science, creative writing, philosophy, history, and theology were all experienced as overlapping domains. It was quite common for a single individual to work in several of these areas, and even someone who remained within one discipline would most likely know and follow developments in several others.3

3 William Arctander O’Brien provides some perspective that helps to explain the reception of the Romantic movement as simple and emotional: “Romanticism’s innovations in philosophy, poetics, politics, and religion have been obscured by a sentimentalized, even trivialized reception that cannot be dismissed as a fiction of the English-speaking world, for it was, in its beginnings, a product of Romanticism itself, and later, of philosophical Idealism turned reactionary. Fichte, Tieck, and the Schlegels all eventually repudiated their early enthusiasm for the French Revolution, and fervently embraced the Reaction. Late Romanticism and Idealism became the filters through which Early Romanticism (or, as it is called in German, the Frühromantik) came to be read in Germany and abroad. If Romanticism did not exactly outlive itself, it nonetheless buried itself.” Novalis: Signs of Revolution (Durham, NC and London: Duke University Press, 1995), p. 1.
Another significant factor in the development of the Frühromantik was politics. In the 1790s, when the thinkers who would later be labeled the early Romantics were students and young university graduates, issues of government were of pressing importance. Not long before, Americans had established their republic; now, just across the Rhine from Germany, another experiment was underway. The French Revolution was exhilarating for many Germans who were frustrated by the stagnation of their divided political state. While the violence of the Terror turned some of those supporters away, the bold ideals of the Revolution both invited and inspired young thinkers to consider the possibilities of new governmental structures for Germany. Politics could not be ignored, and thus ideas about how to organize society entered the interdisciplinary dialogues of the time.4

4 Even Hegel, a philosopher who is often considered to have represented the Reaction in his late work, had a strong allegiance to the French Revolution: on July 14, 1820, while visiting Dresden, he proposed a toast to the storming of the Bastille. “Needless to say, those around Hegel were astonished; the old man had not only bought them the finest champagne available, he was drinking to the Revolution at the height of the reaction and at a time when he himself might have been in danger.” Terry Pinkard, Hegel: A Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), p. 451.
Because the lives and ideas of the Frühromantiker were so deeply intertwined, it is difficult to write about either one in isolation. The movement grew out of strong friendships and collaborations. Friedrich Schlegel, often identified as its intellectual leader and organizer, coined the term Symphilosophie for the collaboration he and his friends valued so highly. Both in Berlin and in Jena, members of the group not only worked together, but lived together, in shifting combinations that reflected their changing partnerships and allegiances. These partnerships, particularly the sexual ones, caused scandals that set the Romantics apart from their neighbors and eventually divided them from one another.

Since this chapter’s purpose is to give an overview of the early Romantic movement—the people who brought it into being, the issues they cared about, and the life and experience that characterized the movement for a few short years—it combines biographical and theoretical elements. I begin by presenting the Frühromantiker as individuals along with a sketch of their partnerships, rivalries, and collaborations. Next I discuss some of their central ideas. The chapter concludes with a section considering the characters of the two poets central to this book, Friedrich Schlegel and Friedrich von Hardenberg (Novalis).


People and Events

At the center of the early Romantic movement were the two Schlegel brothers, August Wilhelm (1767–1845) and Friedrich (1772–1829), and their female partners, Caroline Böhmer Schlegel Schelling (1763–1809) and Dorothea Mendelssohn Veit Schlegel (1764–1839).5 Also important were two close friends of Friedrich Schlegel’s: Friedrich von Hardenberg (Novalis, 1772–1801), and Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834). Somewhat more peripheral were the writer Ludwig Tieck (1773–1853), who participated to some degree in the circle’s activities both in Berlin and Jena, and the philosopher Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling (1775–1854).

5 While the writings on the Schlegel brothers and Novalis are too numerous to list here, the situation is different for the Schlegels’ wives, so I will mention the important sources. There are two good biographies of Caroline, both based on extensive documentary research: Eckart Kleβmann, Caroline: Das Leben der Caroline Michaelis-Böhmer-Schlegel-Schelling, 1763–1809 (Munich: Paul List, 1975) and Brigitte Roβbeck, Zum Trotz glücklich: Caroline Schlegel-Schelling und die romantische Lebenskunst (Munich: Siedler, 2008). On Dorothea, there is a biography based mainly on her letters: Heike Frank, “… die Disharmonie, die mit mir geboren ward, und mich nie verlassen wird …”: Das Leben der Brendel/Dorothea Mendelssohn–Veit–Schlegel (1764–1839) (Frankfurt: Peter Lang, 1988), and a more broadly-grounded one: Carola Stern, “Ich möchte mir Flügel wünschen”: Das Leben der Dorothea Schlegel (Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1990).

The Schlegels and Novalis: Early Years

The Schlegel brothers were born into a Hanoverian family of the upper middle class. Among their relatives were Protestant pastors, writers—their uncle Johann Adolf Schlegel (1718–49) was a notable dramatist of the early eighteenth century—and businessmen. August Wilhelm’s strong academic gifts were acknowledged by the family, and he was sent to study at the university in Göttingen, where he studied theology and philology and became the protégé of the renowned poet Gottfried August Bürger (1747–94).

Friedrich, four years younger, was a more problematic child, and his parents, seeing no strong intellectual abilities, sent him off to learn business rather than to a university. By an extraordinary feat, Friedrich managed to acquire the equivalent of a Gymnasium education on his own through self-study of the classics. He was then allowed to attend university, beginning at Göttingen in 1790 and moving a year later to Leipzig, where he completed his law studies in 1794. During his studies, however, his strong intellectual drive did not prevent him from engaging in very costly socializing, and he contracted serious debts that plagued him for the rest of his life.

The Hardenberg family belonged to the petty aristocracy, but Friedrich’s branch of the family was not wealthy. He grew up in Saxony: first in the small community of Oberwiederstedt, then in the larger town of Weissenfels, where his father had been appointed director of the salt mines. While Schlegel came from a family steeped in rationalist Lutheran faith and practice, Hardenberg’s early religious experience was that of highly emotional Pietism in the family circle. (This religious background was something he shared with Schleiermacher, although there were significant differences, as discussed below.) It is noteworthy that the originators of the Frühromantik brought such a combination of religious influences into their work—both the intellectual and passionate forms of Protestantism, with some Jewish influence thrown into the mix—and that some of them, including Friedrich and Dorothea Schlegel, eventually resolved the conflict between their needs for rationality and intense emotion by converting to Catholicism.

Hardenberg began his studies of law at Jena in 1790, but during that year, he pursued his deeper interests in philosophy and literature, paying little attention to his formal studies. His humanistic leanings naturally drew him to the poet and dramatist Friedrich Schiller, then lecturing on history at that university, and a mentoring friendship developed between the thirty-one-year-old professor and the nineteen-year-old student. This is one of many links between the Frühromantik and the literary figures who were coming to be defined as the leaders of German Classicism, Schiller and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. Along with several other students, Hardenberg took his turn at caring for Schiller when he suffered from a serious respiratory disease during that year. Knowing of the poet’s significant influence on his son, Hardenberg’s father requested that Schiller impress on Friedrich the importance of his legal studies, and after a serious talk with Schiller, the young man decided he should transfer to Leipzig. As he wrote to his philosophy professor, Karl Leonhard Reinhold, at that time: “I must seek to achieve more steadfastness, more definiteness, more plan, more goal … I have made it my strictest law to submit my soul to a fast from the humanities [schönen Wissenschaften] and to conscientiously renounce everything that works against my goal.”6

6 My translation from a letter quoted in Winfried Freund, Novalis (Munich: Deutscher Taschenbuch Verlag, 2001), p. 27. This brief German-language biography is extremely useful and includes a great deal of information despite the “pocket-book” constraints.
As a result of Hardenberg’s move to Leipzig, he met Friedrich Schlegel there in January 1792, and the two young men quickly established a close friendship despite their very different backgrounds and qualities. The nature of their pursuits makes it evident that Hardenberg did not live up to his resolve to dedicate himself to his legal studies in Leipzig. The friendship between the two Friedrichs included a very strong intellectual element, described by Schlegel in his reports to his brother about the new friend, with conversations about the nature of the world, reading of one another’s writings, and so on. The young men also explored the social and sensual side of life together. A year and a half after they met, Novalis wrote to Schlegel: “For me, you were the high priest of Eleusis. Through you I came to know Heaven and Hell—through you I tasted of the tree of knowledge. — — —.”7 The two Friedrichs began love affairs with a pair of sisters. Schlegel’s partner in flirtation was already married, which led to one variety of complication; Hardenberg’s was not, and this led to another. Hardenberg’s father—determined to maintain the family’s aristocratic pedigree, and fearful that his son would enter into an inappropriate marriage—was furious, and he once again withdrew his son from one university and sent him to another. Despite his strong leanings toward philosophy and the arts, Hardenberg finally completed his legal studies at Wittenberg and passed the state law examination in 1794, fully prepared for a career in the Saxon bureaucracy very much like his father’s.

7 Letter of August 1793. Kritische Friedrich-Schlegel-Ausgabe (henceforth KFSA), vol. 23, p. 115.


The Entrance of Caroline

The dual dalliance he had shared with Hardenberg was typical of Schlegel’s nonchalant and scornful attitude toward women in his early years, but he was about to encounter someone who would force him to change his estimation of the female sex.

As a student in Göttingen, August Wilhelm Schlegel had been fascinated by a lively young widow, Caroline Michaelis Böhmer. Daughter of a prominent Göttingen classics professor, Caroline Michaelis had grown up in that stimulating university town. Married at the age of twenty to a country doctor whose father was also a professor, she returned to Göttingen as a young mother after her husband’s sudden death. August Wilhelm proposed marriage in 1791, but Caroline declined. Her refusal did not end their friendship, which was maintained via correspondence as first Caroline, then August Wilhelm, left Göttingen.

Friedrich, skeptical about Caroline’s appeal, tried to console his brother by extolling the value of male friendship: “I want to see whether one can’t forget feminine love in masculine [love], and I challenge you to judge, in a few years, which has the advantage.”8 In the following years, however, Friedrich, who was allowed to read parts of Caroline’s letters to his brother, also became her enthusiastic admirer: “It has been one of my most agreeable occupations, out of the many fragments you have let me see, to estimate the great completeness of her mind. —What a woman! — You fortunate one, you still dare to complain?”9

8 Letter of December 5, 1791. Ibid., p. 33.
9 Letter of July 1792. Ibid., p. 59.
Friedrich met Caroline about a year later, under extraordinary circumstances. She had moved to Mainz in February 1792 to be near her childhood friend Therese Heyne Forster. In September of that year, Mainz was occupied by French Revolutionary troops, and the short-lived Republic of Mainz was born. Georg Forster, the husband of her friend, became politically active in the new government, while Caroline, who had come to share his revolutionary sympathies, became friendly with some of the occupying soldiers. The new Mainz government was overthrown by German soldiers in March 1793; Caroline and her daughter Auguste fled, and they were jailed (it is debatable whether this was legal) in the Prussian fortress of Königstein for about three months during the spring and summer of 1793. While in prison, Caroline discovered that she had become pregnant by a French officer.10

10 The episode of the Republic of Mainz is a fascinating pendant to the French Revolution. The two biographies of Caroline emphasize different aspects of the general situation and Caroline’s part in it. See Kleβmann, pp. 86–110 and Roβbeck, pp. 85–97.
This pregnancy put Caroline in danger of losing both her widow’s pension and the custody of her daughter. Prepared even to commit suicide to save her reputation, she confided her condition to only a few.11 Many of her friends had abandoned her in any case, fearful of the consequences of allying themselves with a woman perceived to be a traitor. Finally, Caroline’s brother was able to obtain her release through direct appeal to King Friedrich Wilhelm of Prussia.12 After she was free, August Wilhelm Schlegel made arrangements for her to stay in a doctor’s home outside Leipzig, under an assumed name, until the birth of her child. Since August Wilhelm was working as a private tutor in the Netherlands at this time, he asked his brother to visit and care for Caroline and Auguste. Friedrich did so faithfully; he was even present in the house as Caroline gave birth.13

11 The secret was sufficiently well hidden that this information remained unknown until 1913, when the first edition of Erich Schmidt’s collection of Caroline’s letters was published. Even then, the news caused a great scandal. See Kleβmann, pp. 115–16 and 288n.
12 For the tale of Caroline’s imprisonment and release, see Kleβmann, pp. 111–18 and Roβbeck, pp. 98–106.
13 The child, a boy, now drops out of the story because he was cared for by a wet nurse and died before the age of two.
His close contact with Caroline over several months completely changed Friedrich’s view of women; he now came to believe that a woman could be a true friend and companion to a man, and that her attractions could be intellectual and spiritual as well as physical. Caroline was the most impressive woman he had ever known, and he was overwhelmed by admiration for her character and ideas.14 His deep appreciation found an outlet, because Caroline continued to need assistance. A woman in disgrace, she was notorious throughout Germany because of her political associations. She was in dire straits both financially and socially, and a respectable marriage was perhaps the only path that would open doors for her again. August Wilhelm had proposed to Caroline more than once and had always been rejected. Nevertheless, he had helped her in her great need15—but her political reputation and recent motherhood of a child by another man discouraged his romantic interest. Just at this time Friedrich, captivated by Caroline and anxious to solve her problems, urged his brother to renew his proposal.

14 In his autobiographical novel Lucinde, he described the character who represents Caroline as follows: “She surrounded everything with feeling and wit, she was interested in everything, and everything came ennobled from her creative hands and her sweetly speaking lips. Nothing good or great was too holy or too ordinary for her most passionate involvement. She perceived every nuance, and she answered even the question that had not been asked … And yet this same woman also showed astonishing strength and courage in every serious situation ….” KFSA 5, pp. 48–9.
15 Caroline herself wrote later about August Wilhelm’s actions when she was in prison: “When I was abandoned by everyone … I entrusted myself to a man whom I had pushed away, sacrificed, and insulted, to whom I could offer no further reward … —and he did not betray me.” Quoted in Kleβmann, p. 127.


Jena Circle, Part I

Friedrich eventually prevailed, and Caroline and August Wilhelm were married on July 1, 1796. Along with her daughter Auguste from her first marriage, the newlyweds moved directly to their new home in Jena, where Friedrich joined them in August and stayed for nearly a year. This first incarnation of the “Jena circle” and household certainly had its built-in tensions. August Wilhelm’s attraction to Caroline had diminished, and he maintained intimate relationships with other women. Although the couple had agreed to have an open marriage, jealousies arose nonetheless. While married to the older brother, Caroline was intensely admired by the younger, as Friedrich’s autobiographical novel, Lucinde, makes clear—but he suppressed his own desires out of respect for his brother’s prior claim.16 Thus, there was effectively no romantic partnership in this household of three adults and one child; in place of that, though, there was a bubbling cauldron of ideas, critiques, and intellectual projects: translations of Shakespeare’s plays undertaken by August Wilhelm and Caroline, Friedrich’s writing on Greek poetry, and numerous reviews by all of them that were published in various journals (though Caroline’s work was always published under her husband’s name, as was often the practice for women authors).

16 In the novel, the central figure, Julius, meets a woman about whom he believes that it would be his “highest good to be loved by her and to possess her forever,” but he gives that up because she has chosen his friend. His admiration for the woman becomes his source of strength, inspiring him to become a painter. See KFSA 5, pp. 47–50.
The Schlegel family was collectively making a name for itself in the intellectual world—yet also making some powerful enemies. At the center of the problem was their relation to Schiller. August Wilhelm had come to Jena partly at Schiller’s invitation, in order to write for Schiller’s periodical, Die Horen. Friedrich proceeded to write a negative critique of this periodical, criticizing it in part for including too many translations, while not considering the fact that many of those translations were by his brother. Logically enough, Schiller fired August Wilhelm. This incident exemplifies Friedrich’s naïveté about other people. As Ernst Behler observes, Friedrich had considered his review to be “a classical polemic on a literary level” only to learn that Schiller took it as a personal attack, which he returned in kind.17 It is not surprising that outsiders might interpret the Schlegel clan’s opinions as personally derogatory to them, for the family delighted in high-spirited mockery of intellectual positions—sometimes within their circle, but particularly outside it. While their response to Schiller is understandable, considering that writer’s somewhat ponderous, self-important style, it was anything but prudent, since neither brother had a steady position or a guaranteed income.

17 Ernst Behler, introduction to KFSA 23, p. il.
The result of this to-do was that Friedrich left Jena in early July 1797, most likely on the advice of Goethe, who functioned as somewhat of a presiding deity in Jena and who was on friendly terms with all concerned. Caroline and August Wilhelm remained in Jena to calm the waters. The silver lining of the incident was that it propelled Friedrich into the unfamiliar environment of Berlin, where he quickly made new friends who would soon play vital roles in both the intellectual and the personal life of the Frühromantik.



Novalis and Sophie

Unlike his wandering friend, Hardenberg had entered into a more settled way of life after his university studies. Beginning in November 1794, Hardenberg worked at his first administrative position (his title was Kreisaktuarius) in the town of Tennstedt. On an official visit to the nearby estate Schloβ Grüningen, he met the family of the property owner, Johann Rudolf von Rockenthien. Hardenberg fell in love with one of the young daughters of the family, Sophie von Kühn, quite literally at first sight—he wrote to his brother Erasmus that “a quarter-hour determined me.”18 Sophie was only twelve years old at the time, though he believed her to be fourteen. The two became secretly engaged in March 1795, but their marriage never came to pass, because Sophie became ill with tuberculosis that November. She underwent several gruesome and unsuccessful operations and died in March 1797. Hardenberg went through a deep and complex mourning process that found expression in his Tagebuch, parts of which later became the kernel of the Hymnen an die Nacht (Hymns to the Night), his most powerful literary work and a central document of Romanticism.

18 Quoted in Freund, p. 46.
While Hardenberg was an extraordinarily complex individual whose life and work cannot be distilled into a single theme or idea, it is clear that the combination of his own actions (falling in love, becoming engaged, intensely mourning) and the circumstances (Sophie’s illness and death) made the encounter with Sophie a central part of his short life. Some of his most important writings strongly emphasize death, and his reinterpretation of Christianity is deeply concerned with the links among death, suffering, and eroticism.

Partly for these reasons, the relationship with Sophie became the center of the Novalis myth beginning in 1802, the year after Hardenberg’s own death from tuberculosis.19 As a result, that relationship has inspired a huge amount of commentary that must be briefly examined here. The central problem facing every interpreter is that Sophie was evidently far less sophisticated than her fiancé as a thinker. Novalis selected a largely untutored and much younger female as his future mate—a choice which was not atypical for the time period, but which set him apart from the other Frühromantiker. (For example, both Schlegel brothers chose partners who were older than they and who served, to varying degrees, as their intellectual partners, writing and debating ideas with the Romantic circle.)20 Surviving portraits show Sophie to be delicate and beautiful, but her diary and letters suggest a prosaic and non-intellectual outlook. This opposition between her rather blank personality and Hardenberg’s rapturous experience of loving her has led to various theories, ranging from the psychological explanation that it was fundamentally important to Novalis at this time of his life to avoid sexual temptation to the mystical claim that she and Hardenberg must have known each other in a prior life.21

19 This was the date when F. Schlegel and Tieck issued a two-volume collection of Novalis’s works. O’Brien devotes a chapter to the topic of how their editorial decisions about what to include, how to cut and reshape, etc., created an over-simplified view of Hardenberg by bringing out elements of love and religion while underemphasizing or omitting altogether his philosophical concerns, political perspective, and more. See O’Brien, pp. 11–26.
20 August Wilhelm took the opposite path in his second marriage, taking the conventional path of selecting a bride much younger than himself, Sophie Paulus. This marriage, though, was a complete disaster from the start.
21 O’Brien takes the first view; for example, “On the one hand, her adolescence bears an endless promise of future bliss; and on the other, it supplies a delightful obstacle” (p. 39). Heinz Ritter-Schaumburg suggests the second: see Novalis und seine erste Braut (Stuttgart: Urachhaus, 1986). Freund’s conclusion (p. 47) is more measured: “This rapturous worship of the young girl doubtless vibrates with the romantic enthusiasm for everything childlike and for childhood, in which people admired the unconscious wholeness and the harmonic unity of spiritual forces.”
While his intense and ritualistic mourning lasted for years, Novalis rather quickly moved on in his professional and personal life. Even during the final phase of Sophie’s illness, he began to study chemistry, and in December 1797 he began a formal training in mining technology at the Bergakademie in Freiberg. He was thus following in his father’s professional footsteps by preparing to administer salt mines, while at the same time pursuing his own serious interest in scientific topics. The strong interdisciplinarity of the time period did not separate science from the humanities; this is reflected, for example, in Goethe’s strong interest in optics and color theory. Furthermore, the Romantics developed a particular fascination with minerals and the underground world, often attributing to stones and crystals a kind of equivalence with organic life.22

22 For a comprehensive discussion of the Romantic involvement with mining and its links to science and psychology, see “The Mine: Image of the Soul,” in Theodore Ziolkowski, German Romanticism and Its Institutions (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1990), pp. 18–63.
In Freiberg, Hardenberg met Julie von Charpentier, daughter of a former professor at the mining school who had become chief of the mine there. In contrast to Sophie, Julie was only four years younger than he. In December 1798, Hardenberg and Julie became engaged. Had their marriage taken place, the Novalis story would have been told very differently: his love for Sophie would have functioned as a brief episode rather than as one of the central experiences that came to define his life. As it happened, though, Hardenberg, like Sophie, fell victim to tuberculosis, in March 1801. Friedrich Schlegel visited him two days before he died and was present at his death. He wrote to August Wilhelm:


Yesterday I returned from Weiβenfels, where the day before I saw Novalis die … It is certain that he had no idea of his [approaching] death, and altogether one would hardly believe it possible to die so softly and beautifully. Whenever I saw him, he was indescribably cheerful/serene [von einer unbeschreiblichen Heiterkeit], and although great weakness on the last day prevented him from speaking, he nevertheless took the friendliest interest in everything, and it is precious to me beyond all things to have seen him once again.23

23 Letter of March 27, 180l. KFSA 25, p. 250.


Hardenberg—now usually referred to by his pen name Novalis—is still best known through works such as his Hymnen an die Nacht (written while mourning Sophie), his novels Die Lehrlinge zu Sais and Heinrich von Ofterdingen, and the quasi-historical essay Die Christenheit oder Europa. Some readers are also familiar with his collections of fragments, Blüthenstaub and Glauben und Liebe, written for and in collaboration with Friedrich Schlegel. Recently scholars of his work have been placing increasing importance on his lesser-known writings, including his Fichte-Studien and his notes on scientific topics, titled the Allgemeine Brouillon. Novalis’s multifaceted nature is emblematic of his era. While his professional life was concerned with administration and technology, he maintained his private studies of science and philosophy and his creative activities as a writer of novels, essays, and secular and sacred poetry. His brilliance is undeniable, though his youth and the wide range of his activities, one might argue, make some of his conclusions untenable. We will explore some of his religious and love poetry in Chapter 5.



Romantics in Berlin

After leaving Jena, Friedrich, in his typical manner, soon found his way into Berlin’s intellectual circles. He attended meetings of the Mittwochsgesellschaft (Wednesday Society), where assorted people presented their thoughts on developments in science and philosophy. There he encountered the Jewish physician Marcus Herz, a leading member of that group, and the Christian theologian and hospital chaplain Schleiermacher. Schleiermacher enjoyed an intimate Platonic friendship with Herz’s wife, Henriette, who was famous throughout Berlin for her extraordinary beauty.24 Through these connections, Friedrich was soon introduced into the social circle surrounding the Herz family.
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