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This chapter focuses on the relation between Schelling’s philosophy of nature and Goethe’s theorizing of a “classical” aesthetic. The two discussed plans for a joint great poem
              
              
             of nature, and though they never completed it, Goethe did produce several short lyrics related to the larger project, among them “World Soul” (“Weltseele”). I argue that we can trace a direct line from the philosophy of nature to Goethe’s “World 
              
              
            Soul,” and from there to his conception of the classical. Indeed, we cannot fully understand Goethe’s aesthetic
              
              
             theory, including his notion of ideal art as “spiritually organic,” without first understanding how spirit (Geist) and the organic are interrelated. To understand this relation, we must look to the philosophy of nature.
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            “What we call nature is a poem that lies hidden in a mysterious and wonderful script.”
          

          
            [“Was wir Natur nennen, ist ein Gedicht, das in geheimer wunderbarer Schrift verschlossen liegt.”]
          

          —Schelling, System of Transc
              
              
            endental Idealism (1800)

        


Friedrich Schelling, Schellings Werke nach der Originalausgabe in neuer Ordnung, ed. Manfred Schröter, 12 vols. (Munich: E.H. Beck and R. Oldenburg, 1927), 3:628.
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	1.“Universal organism (allgemeiner Organismus)” is a term Schelling employs frequently for nature. It is meant to indicate that the entirety of being is connected as a single vast organism.


	2.See Goethe’s “Introduction to the Propylaea” in Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Goethes Werke, Herausgegeben im Auftrage der Großherzogin Sophie von Sachsen. 133 vols. (Weimar: Böhlau, 1887–1919), 1.47:12.


	3.Schelling, Werke, 3:344.


	4.Frederick C. Beiser, German Idealism: The Struggle Against Subjectivism 1781–1801 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002). Dalia Nassar suggests that the three central, and interrelated, philosophical questions of the romantic era are: “what is the relation between “mind and nature,” “the one and the many,” and “the infinite and the finite?” Here we are concerned chiefly with the first of these three. Dalia Nassar, The Romantic Absolute: Being and Knowing in Early German Romanticism, 1795–1804 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), 2.


	5.On Goethe’s reading of Schelling’s Ideen zu einer Philosophie der Natur, see his letter to Schiller
                
                
               from 3 January 1798: “I shall bring Schelling’s Ideas on a Philosophy of Nature along. It will provide the occasion for numerous conversations.” Goethe, Werke, 4.13:5. A letter to Schiller from 21 February 1798 makes it clear that Goethe had not only read Schelling’s Ideen at this point but had discussed it with him: “I have once again read a bit in Schelling’s Ideas, and it is always interesting to converse with him.” Goethe, Werke, 4.13:77. Though he expresses some frustration with Schelling in this February letter to Schiller, Goethe must have been positively impressed by the young philosopher in their discussion that took place in May of 1798. Shortly afterwards, he wrote letters of recommendation to Christian von Voigt (the relevant minister of the Duke of Weimar) on 29 May and 2 June. He also sent Voigt a copy of Von der Weltseele, as evidence of Schelling’s talent, with the remark, “Schelling’s brief visit was quite pleasant for me. It would be desirable both for him and us if we could bring him here… His presence would be a great support for my work.” Goethe, Werke, 4.13:188. Years later, Goethe wrote in his autobiographical work, Tag- und Jahreshefte regarding the year 1798: “Schelling’s Weltseele occupied my highest mental capacities.” Goethe, Werke, 1.35:79.


	6.See Goethe’s autobiographical Tag und Jahreshefte for the year 1799: “Schelling kindly shared the Introduction to his Outline of Philosophy with me. He had much to say about physics. I produced a general schematic regarding nature and art… During all of this, a great poem
                
                
               of nature that was often on my mind, lay in the background.” Goethe, Werke, 1:35,84. For a recent and concise account of these plans for the great nature poem (in English) see Regina Sachers, Goethe’s Poetry and the Philosophy of Nature: Gott und Welt 1798–1827 (Cambridge: Legenda, 2015), 19–23. See also Margarethe Plath, “Der Goethe-Schellingsche Plan eines philosophischen Naturgedichts. Eine Studie zu Goethes ‘Gott und Welt,’” Preußische Jahrbücher 106 (1901), 44–74; also Erwin Jäckle, “Goethes Morphologie und Schellings Weltseele,” Deutsche Vierteljahrsschrift 15 (1937), 295–330.


	7.On 
                Gott und Welt
                
                
               as the completion of Goethe’s Great Poem of Nature, see Dorothea Hölscher-Lohmeyer, “Verteilet euch nach allen Regionen: über Goethes Weltseele,” in Weimar am Pazifik: literarische Wege zwischen den Kontinenten: Festschrift für Werner Vordtriede zum 70. Geburtstag (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1985), 5; Jörg Jantzen, “Editorischer Bericht” in Friedrich Schelling, Von der Weltseele: eine Hypothese der höhern Physik zur Erklärung des allgemeinen Organismus (1798). Historisch-Kritische Ausgabe. Vol. 1.6, ed. Jörg Jantzen and Thomas Kisser (Stuttgart: Frommann-Holzboog, 2000), 43; Sachers, Goethe’s Poetry, 7; Jeremy Adler, “The Aesthetics of Magnetism: Science, Philosophy and Poetry in the Dialogue between Goethe and Schelling,” in The Third Culture: Literature and Science, edited by Elinor S. Shaffer (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1998), 5–6; as well as Liliane Weissberg, “Weimar and Jena: Goethe and the New Philosophy,” Goethe und das Zeitalter der Romantik, ed. Walter Hinderer (Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 2002), 170–171.


	8.Goethe to Eckermann, 1827. Johann Peter Eckermann, Gespräche mit Goethe in den letzten Jahren seines Lebens, ed. H. H. Houben (Leipzig: F. A. Brockhaus, 1925), 505.


	9.See Sacher, Goethe’s Poetry, 24. See also Adler, “The Aesthetics,” 67–68. Adler lays out a convincing case for an interconnection between Goethe and Schelling, not only in the poems written during the period of their greatest interaction (which includes “Weltseele”) but also in other poems collected as a part of the Gott und
                
                
               Welt cycle of 1821–1822.


	10.For more on Schelling as the “poeticizing philosopher,” see Werner Dürrson, “Der Philosoph als Dichter,” in Friedrich Schelling, Durchs Herz der Erde: sämtliche deutschen Gedichte und poetischen Übersetzungen von Friedrich Schelling, ed. Ute Schönwitz (Verlag Ulrich Keichner: Warmbronn, 1998), 12. Schelling felt that the legend of Faust—“our central mythological figure”—was the only German narrative material that could provide a modern myth to rival the Divine Comedy. Schelling, Werke, 5:156, 438. Although he could only judge by the fragments he knew at the time, Schelling believed Goethe’s Faust would prove itself the “rarest and purest essence of our era … a truly mythological poem”—if not Dante, then at least Lear or Don Quixote. Schelling, Werke, 5:446.


	11.Schelling, Werke, 2:56.


	12.Schelling, Werke, 2:25.


	13.See Schelling, System of Transcendental Idealism: “All knowledge is grounded on the correlation (Übereinstimmung) of an object with a subject.” Schelling, Werke, 3:339.


	14.Schelling, Werke, 3:342.


	15.Both quotations are from The Second Introduction to the Wissenschaftslehre. See Fichte, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Sämtliche Werke, ed. J. H. Fichte (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1965), 1:460.


	16.See Schelling, Von der Weltseele: “Every material object fills its determined space only through the interaction (Wechselwirkung) of opposing forces.” Schelling, Werke, 2:383.


	17.Schelling, On the I as a Principle of Philosophy (Vom Ich als Princip der Philosophie). Werke, 1:179.


	18.Schelling, Werke, 2:46–47.


	19.Schelling, Werke, 2:347.


	20.Heinrich Kleist, Sämtliche Werke und Briefe, ed. Helmut Sembdner (Munich: Carl Hanser Verlag, 1984), 2:634–635.


	21.Kleist, Sämtliche Werke, 2:635.


	22.Kleist, Sämtliche Werke, 2:636. There has been some critical discussion around the precise origins of Kleist’s “Kant crisis.” Some blame Kant’s Critique of Judgement (1790). See Helmut Sembdner’s commentary in Kleist, Sämtliche Werke und Briefe, 2:972. Ernst Cassirer argues that “Fichte crisis” would be a more accurate term for Kleist’s affliction. See his Heinrich von Kleist und die kantische Philosophie (Berlin: Reuther & Reichard, 1919), 9.


	23.See Goethe’s autobiographical essay on the origins of his friendship with Schiller, “Glückliches Ereignis” (“Fortunate Event”), Goethe, Werke, 2.11:13–20.


	24.Goethe, Werke, 2.11:18.


	25.Goethe, Werke, 2.11:15.


	26.Goethe, Werke, 4.13:10–11.


	27.Goethe, Werke, 4.13:10–11.


	28.Goethe, Werke, 4.13:77.


	29.Adler, “The Aesthetics of Magnetism,” 99.


	30.Schelling, Durchs Herz der Erde, 50.


	31.Schelling, Werke, 3:5. Beiser argues that in Hölderlin’s brief career, he moved from the notion of “pure being” (reines Sein) as the original, unified, state prior to consciousness, to something like “pure life” (reines Leben). Beiser, German Idealism, 399.


	32.Schelling, Werke, 3:21.


	33.Schelling, Werke, 3:21.


	34.Schelling, Werke, 3:17. See the New Testament, John 1:14 (King James translation): “And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and truth.”


	35.Schelling, Werke, 3:287–288.


	36.Schelling, Werke, 3:18.


	37.Schelling, Werke, 3:52.


	38.Schelling, Werke, 3:17.


	39.Schelling, Werke, 3:19.


	40.For the term vibrant object, I lean somewhat on Jane Bennet’s notion of “thing-power” and “vibrant materiality”—the ability objects have “to act as quasi agents or forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies of their own”—though her theories differ from Schelling’s Naturphilosohie in significant respects. Contemporary new materialist theories, including Bennet’s, for example, would reject the notion that objects gain their vitality from some absolute spirit that permeates them. Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), vii.


	41.Goethe, Werke, 1.47:12.


	42.Erster Entwurf eines Systems der Naturphilosophie (1799). Schelling, Werke, 3:13.


	43.Schelling, Durchs Herz der Erde, 28.


	44.Schelling, Werke, 2:378.


	45.See Einleitung zu dem Entwurf eines Systems der Naturphilosophie (Introduction to the Outline of the System of the Philosophy of Nature; 1799), based on Schelling’s Jena lecture notes: “At each point in evolution nature remains endless (unendlich). Thus, nature is eternal in each of its products, and in each one lies the seed of a universe (der Keim eines Universums).” From the same passage: “Every piece of stone is a fragment of the history book of the earth.” Schelling, Werke, 3:291.


	46.See Von der Weltseele (1798): “Considered in this way, the individual objects of nature are not a disjointed series running into eternity, but a continuous chain of life (Lebenskette) that always links back to itself and in which each link is necessary to the whole as it perceives the whole itself and cannot experience any change in circumstance without giving out signs of life and sensitivity.” Schelling, Werke, 2:373.


	47.Unlike the anthropomorphizing we find in many of writings from the Jena period, Schelling’s lecture notes, the Outline of 1799, tend to employ scientific, rather than poetic, attributes for the absolute. For example: “Manifestations of electricity form the general schema for the construction of matter itself”—no mention of the “World soul,” or “Spirit of Nature.” Schelling, Werke, 3:299.


	48.All terms appear in Von der Weltseele (1798, 1806). For “that for which language has no actual term,” see Werke 2:347; for “intelligent ether (verständiger Aether)” see Werke 2:369; for “universal soul” (allgemeine Seele), see Werke 2:370; for “the universal breath of nature (gemeinschaftlicher Athem der Natur), see Werke, 2:503; for “the universal soul of nature (die gemeinschaftliche Seele der Natur), see Werke 2:569; for “the power that fills space” (die Kraft, die den Raum erfüllt), see Werke, 2:395.


	49.Schelling, Werke, 2:370.


	50.Beiser warns us that “it is necessary to be extremely cautious in claiming that Absolute Idealism permits the absolute to exist independent of the knowing subject.” On his reading, it finds its “fullest realization” in the “self-awareness of the knowing subject,” but does not exist as a conscious mind apart from human subjectivity. Beiser, German Idealism, 13.


	51.Schelling, Durchs Herz der Erde, 32 (lines 37–40).


	52.Schelling, Werke, 2:361.


	53.Schelling, Werke, 2:362.


	54.Schelling, Werke, 3:13.


	55.The poem was first published under the title “Weltschöpfung (World Creation)” among a collection of 22 poems titled Der Geselligkeit gewidmete Lieder (Songs Dedicated to Sociability) in the fall of 1803. Goethe changed the title to “Weltseele” for its second publication in 1806. The title of the collection reflects the fact that Goethe wrote several of the 22 poems for a social gathering in which poems were read aloud and sometimes sung, the Mittwochskränzchen (Wednesday Circle), that met in his home between October, 1801 and March, 1802. For more on connections between Der Geselligkeit gewidmete Lieder and Goethe’s Mittwochskränzchen, see Sachers, Goethe’s Poetry, 40–43, as well as Nicholas Boyle, Goethe: The Poet and the Age. Volume II: Revolution and Renunciation (1790–1803) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), 714–717. It is possible, though not known for certain, that Goethe presented the poem to this social gathering. The poem’s precise date of composition thus remains unclear. We know only that Goethe wrote it between 1798 and the terminus ante quem of 1803.


	56.On the question of Goethe’s “Weltseele” and Schelling’s influence, see Erwin Jäckle, who presumes a direct influence of Schelling. Jäckle, “Goethes Morphologie,” 311. Joachim Müller, on the other hand, argues that Goethe wrote the poem (in 1798) before reading Schelling’s Von der Weltseele, and that the later title reflects merely Goethe’s recognition of an intellectual affinity between the two texts, “Weltseele” eine lyrisch-philosophische Triade Goethes (Berlin: Akadamie Verlag, 1984), 15. Although she dates the poem after 1798, Hölscher-Lohmeyer (“Verteilet euch nach allen Regionen,” 7) likewise argues against the direct influence of Schelling, pointing out that the term Weltseele was in fairly wide circulation at the time. I concur with Adler that we can view the poem in the context of a “dialogue with Schelling” that benefited both parties. See Adler, “The Aesthetics,” 68. My further point is that a connection between Schelling and Goethe persists in the works themselves, rather than simply in an influence we might derive biographically.


	57.Schelling, Werke, 2:373–374.


	58.I quote the poem here from the original 1803 publication. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Martin Wieland, Taschenbuch auf das Jahr 1804 (Tübingen: Cotta, 1803), 104–106.


	59.Julius Wiegand, “Die Zeitform im lyrischen Gedicht,” Zeitschrift für deutsches Altertum und deutsche Literatur 80, 3/4 (1944), 199. According to Wiegand, the imperative (Befehlsform) begins with Klopstock and remains rare in German lyric before the time of Goethe. Wiegand, “Zeitform,” 203.


	60.For readings that view Goethe himself as the divine voice issuing commands, perhaps in the context of his social group, the “Wednesday Circle,” see Heinrich Düntzer, Goethes lyrische Gedichte. 2nd ed. 13 vols. (Leipzig, 1876), 3:644; Hermann Baumgart, Goethes lyrische Dichtung in ihrer Entwicklung und Bedeutung (Heidelberg: Carl Winters, 1931), 2:212; and James Boyd, Notes to Goethe’s Poems. 2 vols. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1962), 2:140–141. Contributing to this biographical impulse is an anecdote related by his daughter-in-law, Ottilie, many years after its composition. As she tells it, while querying Goethe on his poem’s meaning, he admitted that he himself was its “Allgebietende (all-commanding)” voice. He nevertheless made this proclamation with some irony, adding “on the seventh day he rested,” before withdrawing to take a nap. For this account, see Wolfgang Herwig, ed. Goethes Gespräche: eine Sammlung zeitgenössischer Berichte aus seinem Umgang auf Grund der Ausgabe und des Nachlasses von Flodard Freiherrn von Biedermann. 5 vols. (Zurich: Artemis, 1965–1987), 5:115–116.


	61.John S. Dwight, ed., Select Minor Poems of Goethe and Schiller, Translated from the German (Boston: Hilliard, Gray, and Company, 1838), 405.


	62.Schelling, Werke, 3:291.


	63.The “measured tact” of organic unfolding is a notion evident likewise in Goethe’s poem of the same period, “Die Metamorphose der Pflanzen” (“The Metamorphosis of Plants”), which describes the emergence of a flower as following a “secret law (geheimes Gesetz)” in a “step-wise (stufenweise)” fashion. On connections between the two poems, see Sachers, Goethe’s Poetry, 25. Trunz dates the composition of “Metamorphose der Pflanzen” to the summer of 1798, that is, to the period of Goethe’s discussions with Schelling on a possible collaborative great poem of nature. Erich Trunz, ed., Werke by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (Hamburg: C. Wegner, 1965), 1:614–615.


	64.Schelling, Werke, 1:387.


	65.Schelling, Werke, 2:373–374.


	66.Schelling, Werke, 2:500.


	67.It should not surprise us that in the very period in which Goethe was discussing Naturphilosophie with Schelling, he was reading Milton’s Paradise Lost (the summer of 1800). See Boyle, Goethe, 2:643.


	68.Schelling, Werke, 2:383.


	69.Schelling, Werke, 3:17.


	70.Friedrich Hölderlin, Sämtliche Werke, ed. Friedrich Beissner and Adolf Beck, Grosse Stuttgarter Ausgabe, 8 vols. (in 15) (Stuttgart: Cotta; W. Kohlhammer, 1943–1985), 4.1:298.


	71.Schelling, Werke, 3:618.


	72.Qtd. in Adler, 69.


	73.For a clear account of Goethe’s founding of the journal, see Boyle, Goethe, 608–609.


	74.Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, Goethe on Art, trans. and ed. John Gage (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 3. Goethe, Werke, 1.47:6. I recommend John Gage’s translation for readers who do not know German. I rely on this translation, while supplying important German terms parenthetically, for Goethe’s Introduction to the Propylaea. I likewise cite the original text from the Weimarer Ausgabe.


	75.See Boyle, Goethe, 2:610.


	76.Goethe, On Art, 5. Goethe, Werke, 1.47:5.


	77.Goethe, On Art, 6. Goethe, Werke, 1.47:12.


	78.From “Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey, on Revisiting the Banks of the Wye During a Tour, July 13, 1798.” There is a sense of intellectual intuition
                  
                 in these lines as well:

                
                  that serene and blessed mood,

                  In which the affections gently lead us on,—

                  Until, the breath of this corporeal frame

                  And even the motion of our human blood

                  Almost suspended, we are laid asleep

                  In body, and become a living soul:

                  While with an eye made quiet by the power

                  Of harmony, and the deep power of joy,

                  We see into the life of things (lines 42–50) William Wordsworth, Wordsworth’s Poetical Works, ed. Thomas Hutchinson and Ernest de Selincourt (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 164.

                


              

	79.Goethe, On Art, 7. Goethe, Werke, 1.47:15.


	80.Goethe, On Art, 3. Goethe, Werke, 1.47:6.


	81.Goethe, On Art, 14. Goethe, Werke, 1.47:28.


	82.Goethe, On Art, 7. Goethe, Werke, 1.47:13.
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