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Introduction

Goethe contributed three major works to German literature in the 
novel form. Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (The Sufferings of  

Young Werther) made an immediate, international impact after its first 
publication in 1774, although the author was soon desirous of dissociat-
ing himself from many of the sentiments of his highly strung hero whose 
frustrations in love and social life ended in tragedy. Wilhelm Meister is the 
longest of Goethe’s novels, varied in its themes and settings, with a wealth 
of incident and figures that makes it difficult to see it whole, though it 
has been of lasting influence on subsequent German prose writers and 
has remained of perennial fascination to students of the novel form. Like 
his dramatic poem Faust, the composition of Wilhelm Meister accompa-
nied Goethe for more than fifty years of his life. The first part, Wilhelm 
Meisters Lehrjahre (Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship, 1796), gives a pic-
ture of theatre and society in eighteenth century Germany and is both 
optimistic and didactic in its unfolding of a young man’s development 
to maturity. Plans for a sequel occupied Goethe from then onwards until 
the final version of Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre (Wilhelm Meister’s 
Years of  Travel) appeared in 1829. Here the author is concerned with two 
principal themes: the planning of a new, experimental form of society 
to be established in North America, and the need for self-discipline and 
renunciation on the part of individuals. The Years of  Travel contain a 
number of inset stories which illustrate this latter theme.

Die Wahlverwandtschaften (Elective Affinities) was first conceived 
by Goethe as a short tale to be inserted into the Years of  Travel. He 
initially refers to it in conjunction with Der Mann von funfzig Jahren 
(The Man of  Fifty), the story of a middle-aged man whose infatuation 
with a young girl leads him to pathetic attempts at rejuvenation. But 
Elective Affinities took hold of its creator with unexpected tenacity, and 
after a quick, happy period of work in Karlsbad during the summer of 
1808 Goethe made it into the full-length novel which he completed and 
published the following year.

It is a novel with a contemporary setting. Goethe said, on his birthday 
in 1808, that his intention in the work was to describe social relations 
and the conflicts arising from them in a symbolic manner. Edward and 
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Charlotte belong to the country nobility of Germany in the first decade 
of the nineteenth century, and their life takes its course in a placid 
routine which is hardly troubled by money worries or by distant political 
disturbances; the defeat of Prussia and the dissolution of the Holy 
Roman Empire by Napoleon were very recent memories for Goethe at 
this time. This couple in early middle age practise a comfortable existence 
with music in the home, garden planning or any other activities they 
may fancy. They do not belong to the worldly, sophisticated aristocracy 
who habitually speak French and who are represented by the Count and 
Baroness, with their desiccated charm and wit; it becomes clear that 
Luciane has more affinities with this set than her mother Charlotte’s 
sense of quiet responsibility. Charlotte in particular is concerned to make 
her and her husband’s life safe and comfortable, agreeably static after the 
manner of enlightened eighteenth century gentry. Wild country is turned 
into parkland; servants and workpeople are treated kindly, but kept at 
a distance; the subject of death is not mentioned if it can be avoided. 
Goethe holds no brief for the particular activities of this domestic circle. 
Indeed elsewhere he refers to garden planning as “dilettantism,” and 
the daily life of Edward and Charlotte, with its leisure and ease, though 
outwardly enviable, is liable to become tedious; Edward’s restlessness is 
apparent already in the first chapter. The factitious liveliness introduced 
to the household by the tiresome Luciane and her friends is regarded 
by the author with overt disapproval; the tableaux vivants, their most 
serious pastime, are playthings lacking the discipline and dignity of true 
art.

The title of the work indicates the application of a chemical reaction 
to a situation involving emotional relationships between four people. If 
AB comes into contact with CD, A is attracted strongly to D and B to C, 
with the likelihood that new combinations will arise. In chemistry such 
elective affinities, or kinships by choice, are predestined and irresistible. 
When the term is transferred to human relationships, it seems as if 
passion may well act with no less resistible force. The novel works out 
the implications of this notion, fancifully outlined by Edward (Part 1, 
chapter 4) in terms of human character. The attraction is particularly 
strong in the case of Edward and Ottilie, while for Charlotte and the 
Captain the resistance of instinct is less difficult. There is the possibility 
of choice in human relations, and, whereas inanimate substances have 
to obey laws of nature, a civilized group of people can either submit to 
their passions or renounce them in the name of ethical principle. Mittler, 
who speaks vehemently in and out of season in support of the sanctity 

of marriage and will have no truck with any breach of traditional sexual 
morality, is something of a caricature, and his impercipience precipitates 
disaster more than once; but even while regarding him ironically, Goethe 
treats his opinions with respect, and comments on the novel made by the 
author at later dates, as well as the whole tenor of the Years of  Travel, 
make it clear that Mittler is Goethe’s mouthpiece on the subject of 
marriage.

Charlotte is frank, self-controlled and reasonable, at times managing 
and sharp. The Captain is correct and modest, responsible and intelligent, 
with evident affinities to Charlotte; as a character he is the least firmly 
outlined of the four principal protagonists. The main interest is directed 
to Edward and Ottilie, the middle-aged man and the adolescent girl. 
Edward’s petulant sensitivity and egocentric imaginativeness link him 
with others of Goethe’s male characters, for example, Weislingen, in the 
early play Götz von Berlichingen, Werther, Tasso or Faust. Eckermann 
reports Goethe as speaking of Edward in these words: “I can’t stand 
him myself, but I had to make him like that… There is in any case much 
truth in his figure, for one finds enough people in the upper classes in 
whom, as in him, wilfulness takes the place of character” (21 January, 
1827). Goethe’s work contains numerous successful portrayals of young 
female characters, and Ottilie is one of his most delightful creations. 
Innocent, clumsy, frail and not especially intelligent, her attractiveness 
is the more seductive because it is uncalculated. She is not only of fatal 
fascination to Edward, but there are few men in the novel who do not 
find her appealing – the architect, the assistant at the school, the old 
gardener, the men around Luciane, the Count. Ottilie is the only person 
whose character develops in the course of the narrative; she is a child 
when she falls in love instinctively and unrestrainedly, but it is not until 
after disaster has supervened that she becomes really aware of her ethical 
responsibility. She is by no means perfect; she shows little compunction 
about breaking up Charlotte’s marriage, and can be suspicious, secretive 
and obstinate. Her diary extracts, however, reflect Goethe’s increasing 
fondness for aphorisms in his later years, and it is hard that Ottilie 
should have them saddled on her.

If some allowances are made, Elective Affinities can be interpreted 
in terms of three-dimensional, common-sense reality with regard 
to its milieu and its characters. But the work is open at the edges to 
the supernatural; the physical resemblances of Charlotte’s baby are 
inexplicable in terms of everyday experience, and Ottilie’s posthumous 
miracle-working propensities are at least ambivalent; they may be of 
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supernatural origin, or they may be due to chance and wishful thinking. 
Indeed, Goethe seems deliberately to have constructed his novel so that 
at various points we are free to interpret incidents either as reconcilable 
with common sense, or as representative of a scientific speculation that 
merges into alchemy or magic, or as indications that there is a larger 
spiritual world that cannot be explained away on purely rationalistic 
lines. Although he was on occasions severely critical of the German 
Romantic movement, which was in opposition to the controlling clarity 
of his own classicism during the 1790s, Goethe was none the less 
interested in this new literary school, and the Gothic-medieval elements, 
the hinting at the supernatural and its linking with scientific speculation 
are evident Romantic influences. The period of Elective Affinities was 
also the time of the completion of Faust I, where fantasy and realism are 
inseparably and uniquely wedded.

Elective Affinities is caught in a network of motifs and symbols, omens 
and portents of later events. The resemblances between Edward and 
Ottilie in their handwriting and their proneness to headaches, Ottilie’s 
idiosyncratic gestures, her prefiguration as an angel in the architect’s 
paintings in the chapel, Edward’s plane trees and his wine glass with 
its initials E and O; the shadowy, demonic figure of Edward’s valet who 
suggests the fireworks and later sets them off, who chooses Edward’s 
gift to Ottilie and who finally breaks his master’s precious wine glass: 
these and many more motifs are exploited with highly conscious art. 
The tableau of the Virgin and Child, enacted admittedly somewhat 
reluctantly by Ottilie with a living baby, is an act of hubris on Ottilie’s 
part for which she has to pay dearly later with the desperate scene in 
the boat on the lake. Charlotte’s irrational uneasiness when she is in 
the new boat with the Captain, the bursting of the dam which almost 
causes a boy’s death, and the ordeal by water of the lovers in the novella 
The Strange Young Neighbours anticipate the catastrophic role of this 
element in precipitating the final disasters.

This novel is closer to a Christian ethic than some others of Goethe’s 
works. In this respect it has more in common with the Years of  Travel 
than with Faust. Though often hostile to institutional religion, Goethe 
had a profoundly religious sense. His epic fragment Die Geheimnisse 
(The Secrets, 1784– ) makes use of the symbol of the cross entwined 
with roses. In irony, playfulness and worldly passion are not condemned 
out of hand, but seek to wrest some kind of acceptance from moral 
principle. The last words of the novel express a confidence in a future life, 
just as Faust, at the end of Part Two, is transported to “higher spheres of 

pure activity.” In neither case is Goethe necessarily thinking exclusively 
in terms of a traditional Christian conception of immortality, though 
there is much of the spirit of Christianity there. Elective Affinities is a 
novel by a great poet; it contains questioning and acceptance, defiance 
and resignation, sophistication and innocence, irony and reverence.

The translation that follows has been made from the text in volume 
seven of the Hamburg edition of Goethes Werke (1951, E. Trunz and B. 
von Wiese). In addition, other editions of Die Wahlverwandtschaften 
with a commentary are the Gedenk-Ausgabe (Zürich, 1949, E. Beutler 
and P. Stöcklein) and that of the Bibliographisches Institut (Leipzig, 
1926, J. Wahle and O. Walzel).

Among English biographies of Goethe may be mentioned those of P. 
Hume Brown (1920), J. G. Robertson (1932) and B. Fairley (1948). See 
also E. L. Stahl’s essay Die Wahlverwandtschaften (Publications of the 
English Goethe Society, N. S. 15, 1946).

Well-known German studies of Goethe include those of F. Gundolf 
(1916), E. Kühnemann (1930), G. Müller (1947), K. Vietor (1948) 
and E. Staiger (particularly vol. 2, 1956). Other criticism of Die 
Wahlverwandtschaften is contained in H. A. Korff, Geist der Goethezeit 
(vol. 2, 1930), W. Emrich, Die Symbolik von Faust II (1943), P. Hankamer, 
Speil der Mächte (1947), and H. M. Wolff, Goethe in der Periode der 
Wahlverwandtschaften (1952).

H. M. waidson

Hull, 1958.
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Chronology

1749 Goethe born at Frankfort-on-the-Main
1765–8 Studied at Leipzig
1770–71 Studied law at Strassburg
1772 Spent some months in Wetzlar at the Supreme Court of the 

Empire
1773 Götz von Berlichingen (prose drama)
1774 Clavigo (prose drama)
1774 Die Leiden des jungen Werthers (novel; rev. 1783–6)
1775 Stella (prose drama)
1775 Invited to Weimar as companion to young duke, remained 

there
1776–85 Wilhelm Meisters theatralische Sendung (novel)
1779 Iphigenie auf  Tauris (prose drama; changed to blank verse in 

1787)
1781 Torquato Tasso (verse drama; completed 1789) 
1786–8 Journey to Italy, sojourn in Rome
1787 Egmont (prose drama) 
1790 Faust (Fragment) (verse drama) 
1794 Reineke Fuchs (verse epic) 
1795–6 Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre (novel, revision of the Sendung) 
1797 Hermann und Dorothea (verse epic) 
1797f. Achilleis (verse epic) 
1803 Die natürliche Tochter (verse drama) 
1808 Faust, erster Teil (verse drama)
1808 Pandora (masque in verse)
1809 Die Wahlverwandtschaften (novel) 
1809 Farbenlehre (theory of optics)
1881– Dichtung und Wahrheit (autobiography)
1819 Der west-östliche Divan (poems)
1829 Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre (novel)
1831 Faust, zweiter Teil (verse drama, printed posthumously)
1832 Death of Goethe
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1

Edward – we are referrinG by this name to a rich baron in his prime – 
had spent the best hour of an April afternoon in his orchard grafting 

new shoots that he had received a little earlier on to young trees. His task 
was finished; he replaced the implements in their case and was looking at 
his work with pleasure when the gardener came up and was gratified by 
his master’s interest and industry.

“Have you seen my wife?” Edward asked, while preparing to go 
elsewhere.

“Over there, in the new grounds,” the gardener replied. “The arbour 
which she has built by the cliff-face opposite the castle will be finished 
today. Everything has come on very well and is sure to please you, sir. 
There is an excellent view; down below is the village, a little to the right 
the church, beyond the top of the church-tower you can see into the 
distance, and opposite there is the castle and the gardens.”

“Quite right,” said Edward; “I could see the men working a few paces 
from here.”

“Then,” the gardener continued, “the valley opens up to the right, 
and you can see across the rich meadows with their trees into a pleasant 
prospect. The path up the rocks is laid out quite prettily. Her ladyship 
understands this sort of thing; it is a pleasure to work under her.”

“Go to her,” Edward said, “and ask her to wait for me. Tell her I want 
to see this new creation for myself and enjoy looking at it.”

The gardener hastened away, and Edward followed soon after.
He climbed down the terraces and examined the glasshouses and hot-

beds on his way past, until he came to the water, and then took a path 
to the place where it divided into two arms leading to the new grounds. 
He did not take the one which went by the graveyard fairly directly to the 
cliff, but went by the other path which wound its way up gently on the left 
through pleasant shrubs; at the spot where the two paths met again he sat 
down for a moment on a convenient seat, then stepped up the slope itself 
which led him by means of all kinds of steps and terraces along the path, 
which sometimes narrowed until it finally reached the arbour.

Charlotte received her husband at the door and made him sit down 
in such a position that he could see at one glance through door and 
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windows the various views which showed the landscape as through a 
frame. He was pleased at this, hoping that spring would soon enliven the 
whole scene more richly. “There’s just one thing,” he added, “the arbour 
seems to me rather too cramped.”

“But spacious enough for us two,” Charlotte replied. “Yes, that’s true,” 
Edward said, “and there’s room for a third person as well.”

“Why not?” Charlotte replied, “and for a fourth. We should really 
want to prepare other places for larger groups of people.”

“Since we are sitting here undisturbed and alone,” Edward said, “and 
in a quiet, serene mood, I must confess to you that I’ve had something 
on my mind for quite a time which I would like to, in fact must, confide 
to you, but which I can’t bring myself to do.”

“I’ve noticed something of the sort,” Charlotte answered.
“And I can but confess,” Edward continued, “that I might have kept 

silent even longer if the postal messenger had not pressed me and if we 
had not to make up our minds today.”

“What is it then?” Charlotte asked in a friendly and accommodating 
manner.

“It concerns our friend the Captain,” Edward answered. “You know 
what a sad position he has been placed in, like so many others, through 
no fault of his own. How painful it must be to a man of his knowledge, 
talents and accomplishments to see himself inactive, and – I will no 
longer delay telling you what it is that I wish for him – I should like us to 
have him with us here for a time.”

“That must be thought over and needs looking at from more than one 
angle,” Charlotte said.

“I’m ready to let you have my views,” Edward replied to her. “There 
is a subdued expression of deepest discontent in his last letter; not that 
he is lacking anything in particular, for he knows how to keep within 
bounds, and I have looked after what is necessary; nor does he feel 
awkward at taking something from me, for in the course of our lives we 
have come to be so mutually indebted that we can’t reckon out how our 
credit and debit stand towards each other – what really torments him is 
that he is without occupation. His pleasure, indeed his passion, consists 
of making available for the use of others the many abilities that he has 
developed in his own personality. And now to fold his hands in his lap 
or to go on studying further, acquiring further skills, because he can’t 
make use of what he possesses in full measure – in short, my dear, it is 
a painful situation; the unpleasantness of which he feels doubly, indeed 
three times as strongly in his solitude.”

“But I thought he had offers from various sources,” said Charlotte. “I 
myself have written on his behalf to many active friends, and as far as I 
know, this was not without effect.”

“Quite so,” Edward replied; “but it is just those various affairs, those 
offers which cause him fresh pain and disturbance. None of the posts 
is suited to him. It is not a question of his having to have activity, but 
he would have to sacrifice himself, his time, his opinions, and his whole 
personality, and that is impossible for him. The more I think of it, and 
feel it, the more intensely I desire to see him here with us.”

“It is very good and kind of you to think of a friend’s position with 
such sympathy,” Charlotte answered; “but let me ask you also to think 
of your own, our own in fact.”

“I have done this,” Edward said to her. “We can only promise ourselves 
advantage and pleasure from having him near. I won’t talk about the 
expense, which in any case will only be a slight one for me if he comes 
here, especially when I consider at the same time that his presence won’t 
cause us the least discomfort. He can live in the right wing of the castle, 
and everything else will work out. Think how much this will help him, 
and of the pleasure and advantage we shall have from his company! For 
a long time now I should have liked the property and the district to be 
surveyed; he will be able to look after and direct this. Your intention is 
to administer the property yourself in future, as soon as the lease of 
the present tenants has elapsed. What a precarious undertaking this 
is! Think what a help his knowledge and experience would be to us! I 
feel only too clearly how I miss a man of this type. The country people 
have the right knowledge; but the information they give is confused and 
dishonest. Men who have studied academically in the town are certainly 
clear thinking and orderly, but they haven’t the direct insight into the 
business. I can expect both these qualities from our friend; and then 
a hundred other matters will result from the situation which I like to 
anticipate and which will concern you, and from these I can foresee 
much that is good. Now it is good of you to have listened to me in this 
friendly way; but do speak freely and in detail at this point, and tell me 
everything that you have to say; I won’t interrupt you.”

“Very well then,” Charlotte replied, “I will begin at once with a general 
observation. Men think more of what is specific and immediate, and 
rightly so, for it is their duty to be active, whereas women think more of 
what relates to life as a whole; they are equally right to do so, because 
their lot and the lot of their families is linked with this continuity, and 
it is precisely this sense of continuity that is required from them. Let 
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us therefore cast a glance at our present and our past life, and you will 
admit that this invitation to the Captain doesn’t coincide so exactly with 
our intentions, plans and arrangements.

“I like so much to think of our earliest links! When we were young 
we loved each other so dearly; we were separated; you from me, because 
your father, with his insatiable craving for property, married you to an 
older, rich woman; I from you, because, being a person with no special 
prospects, I had to bind myself to a well-off man whom I did not love, 
though I did respect him. We two became free again; you earlier than 
myself, as your older wife died leaving you in possession of a large 
fortune; I became free later, just at the time when you came back from 
your travels. And so we found each other again. We were happy in our 
memories, lived in them, and there was nothing to stop us living together 
undisturbed. You urged our marriage; I didn’t consent at once, for as we 
are about the same age, I being a woman have become older, but you as 
a man have not. Finally, I didn’t want to refuse you what you seemed to 
regard as your only happiness. You wanted to rest at my side and recover 
from all the disturbances that you had experienced at court, in the army, 
on your travels, to be restored in spirit and to enjoy life; but again, with 
me alone. I sent my only daughter to a boarding school, where indeed she 
can develop in a less limited manner than if she remained in the country; 
and I sent not only her, but also Ottilie, my dear niece, who might have 
developed into a domestic companion more suitably under my direction. 
All this took place with your agreement, simply so that we could enjoy 
undisturbed the happiness we had earlier longed for so intensely and had 
now at last attained. In this way we took up our life in the country. I was 
to be responsible for internal matters, you for outside things and anything 
of a general character. I have arranged my life to be accommodating to 
you in all things, and to live only for you; let us at least make the effort for 
a time to see how we may suffice each other in this manner.”

“Since what is continuous, as you put it, is really your element as a 
woman,” Edward said, “we shouldn’t listen to you talking in a sequence 
of ideas nor decide that you women are right; though you may well 
have been right before today. The way of life that we have planned for 
ourselves up to now is good as far as it goes; but are we to build nothing 
further on it, and is nothing further to develop from it? What I have 
achieved in the garden, and you in the park, has this been done only for 
hermits?”

“That is all very well,” added Charlotte. “So long as we don’t intro-
duce anything that hinders us and is alien! Remember that our plans 

concerning our entertainment too were dependent only on our both being 
together. You wanted first of all to disclose to me in orderly sequence 
your travel-diaries, and thereby to put into order much that belongs here 
among your papers, and with my support and help to create out of these 
invaluable, but confused notebooks and papers a whole which would 
be enjoyable for ourselves and for others. I promised to help you with 
copying, and we thought how comfortable, pleasurable and charming 
it would be to travel in memory through the world, which we were 
not destined to see together. Indeed, the start has already been made. 
Then you have taken up your flute again in the evenings, accompanying 
me at the piano; and there are plenty of visitors, people living in the 
neighbourhood as well as those who visit us. I at least have made for 
myself out of all this the first truly happy summer of my life, as happy 
as any I ever thought to enjoy.”

“The only thing is,” Edward replied, rubbing his forehead, “with all 
that you repeat to me so lovingly and sensibly, there might always be the 
thought that the Captain’s presence will destroy nothing, rather it will 
hasten and give fresh life to everything. He too has shared in a part of 
my travels; he too has noticed much, and in various ways; if we were to 
use this together, it would then become a beautiful whole.”

“But let me confess to you in all sincerity,” Charlotte replied somewhat 
impatiently, “that this goes against my feelings and that I have a 
premonition which holds no good in store.”

“With this type of argument you women would certainly be 
invincible,” Edward replied, “in the first place sensible, so that we can’t 
contradict; affectionate, so that we are glad to give way; sensitive, so that 
we would not care to hurt you; full of intuitive premonitions, so that we 
are terrified.”

“But I’m not superstitious,” Charlotte said, “and I have no interest 
in these dark impulses, if this is what they are; but they are mostly 
the unconscious memories of the happy and unhappy consequences 
which we have experienced as a result of our own or other people’s 
actions. There is nothing more important in any circumstance than the 
intervention of a third person. I have seen friends, brothers and sisters, 
lovers, married couples, whose relationship has been absolutely changed 
and their position completely reversed by the chance or intentional 
advent of another person.”

“That might perhaps happen,” Edward replied, “in the case of people 
who live blindly on, not in the case of those who have been enlightened 
by experience and are more aware.”
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“Awareness, my dear, is no adequate weapon, in fact it is often a 
dangerous one for the man who makes use of it,” Charlotte countered; 
“and at least one thing emerges from all this – that we shouldn’t be in too 
much of a hurry. Just give me a few more days, don’t make a decision!”

“As things are now,” Edward answered, “we shall still be in too much 
of a hurry even after several days. Between us we have expressed the 
reasons for and against; it’s a matter for decision, and really it would be 
best to decide it by lot.”

“I know you like to gamble or throw dice in cases of doubt; but in 
such a serious matter as this I should regard anything of the sort as 
criminal.”

“But what am I to write to the Captain?” Edward exclaimed; “for I 
must sit down to it right away.”

“A calm, sensible and comforting letter,” Charlotte said.
“That’s as good as none at all.”
“And yet in many cases it is necessary and a more friendly act to write 

about nothing than not to write at all.”

2

alone in his room, Edward found that Charlotte’s recapitulation of 
the fateful events of his life and the recollection of the position and 

intentions of the two of them had excited his lively spirit in a pleasant way. 
In her presence and with her companionship he had felt so happy that 
he began thinking out a letter to the Captain which should be friendly 
and sympathetic, but soothing and without any specific suggestions. But 
when he went to the writing-desk and took up his friend’s letter to read it 
through once more, he immediately envisaged the good man’s sad posi-
tion again: all the emotions which had tormented him in the last few days 
reawakened, and it seemed to him impossible to leave his friend to such 
an anxious situation.

Edward was not accustomed to denying himself anything. From his 
early years onward the only, spoilt child of rich parents, who were able 
to persuade him into a strange, but most advantageous marriage with a 
much older woman, pampered by her again in all kinds of ways, since she 
tried to respond to his good behaviour towards her by great generosity, 
his own master after her death within a short time, independent in his 
travels, free to move about and change his way of life as he pleased, 
without excessive desires, though desirous of much and many kinds of 

things, frank, beneficent, open, indeed courageous if need be – what in 
the world could oppose his wishes!

Up to now everything had gone according to his desires, he had even 
obtained the hand of Charlotte, whom he had acquired after all by his 
obstinate, indeed romantic fidelity; and now he felt himself for the first 
time contradicted and crossed, just as he was about to attract the friend 
of his youth to him and so to speak to round off his whole existence. 
He was annoyed and impatient, and picked up the pen and laid it down 
again more than once, because he could not make up his mind what 
he wanted to write. He did not want to go against his wife’s wishes, 
nor indeed was he capable of resisting a requirement of hers; restless as 
he was, he was unable to write a quiet letter; it would have been quite 
impossible for him. The most natural thing was to seek delay. In a few 
words he asked his friend’s forgiveness because he had not written lately 
and because he was not writing at length today, and promised to send a 
satisfying and more substantial letter in the near future.

The next day, while they were strolling towards the same spot, 
Charlotte seized the opportunity of taking up the subject again, perhaps 
with the belief that there is no surer way of blunting an intention than 
to discuss it frequently.

This renewal of the conversation suited Edward well. As usual he 
showed himself to be friendly and engaging; for though he easily flared 
up, being easily susceptible to impressions, even though his lively desires 
became importunate and his obstinacy made him impatient, all his 
words were rendered so gentle by his complete consideration of the 
other person that it was impossible not to go on thinking him amiable 
even when he was clearly being troublesome.

In such a way he first of all this morning brought Charlotte into the 
gayest of moods, and then completely discomposed her by the pleasant 
turns of his conversation, until she finally exclaimed: “I’m sure you want 
me to concede to my lover what I refused to my husband. At least, my 
dear,” she went on, “you should realize that your wishes, and the friendly 
spiritedness with which you express them, don’t leave me untouched and 
unmoved. They force me to a confession. Up to now I too have hidden 
something from you. I find myself in a similar position to yours and have 
often restrained myself in the same way that I am expecting restraint of 
you.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Edward said; “I see that you have to have a 
quarrel from time to time in married life, in order to get to know things 
about each other.”
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“Well then, you are to hear from me,” Charlotte said, “that I feel 
the same way about Ottilie as you do about the Captain. I’m not at all 
happy to think of the poor child in a boarding school where conditions 
for her are very oppressive. My daughter Luciane, who is born for life in 
society, is being trained there for social life; she is acquiring languages, 
history and anything else they may teach her, like sight-reading notes 
and their variations at the piano; with her lively nature and happy 
sense of memory she is able, so to speak, to forget everything and 
then in a moment to remember everything; she can distinguish herself 
before all the others through her easy behaviour, her graceful dancing, 
and her suitable freeness in conversation, and through her innate 
commanding personality she can make herself queen of her little circle; 
the headmistress of this place regards her as if she were a little goddess 
who is getting on well now that she is in her care, doing her credit and 
awakening general confidence and causing other young people to come 
to the school too; the first pages of her letters and monthly reports are 
constant rhapsodies on the excellence of such a child, which I of course 
know how to translate into my own prose; but when she finally comes to 
mention Ottilie there follows excuse on excuse that a girl who is growing 
up so well in one way, does not wish to come on and display any talents 
or accomplishments. The little that she adds to this is similarly no puzzle 
to me, since I can recognize in this dear child the whole character of her 
mother, my closest friend, for she grew up beside me; if I were a teacher 
or tutor, I am sure I could have brought up this daughter of hers to 
become a magnificent person.

“But since it doesn’t fit into our plan and we shouldn’t always be 
chopping and changing our plans for living and bringing in something 
new, I prefer to put up with it, and in fact I repress the unpleasant feeling 
I have when my own daughter, who knows full well how completely 
dependent Ottilie is on us, explains her advantages over her in an 
insolent manner and in this way to some extent makes null and void our 
own good action towards Ottilie.

“Yet who is not so well educated that he would not on occasion assert 
his superiority over others in a cruel way! Who is so highly placed that 
he might not have to suffer from pressure from time to time! Ottilie’s 
worthiness is increased by these trials; but ever since I have come to see 
clearly the disagreeable position she is in, I have been trying to find some 
other place for her. At any moment I am expecting a reply, and when the 
time comes I shan’t hesitate. That’s the way things are, as far as I am 
concerned, my dear. You see, both of us have similar cares hidden within 

a loyal, friendly heart. Let us bear them together, since they cannot be 
mutually cancelled out.”

“What strange creatures we are,” Edward said with a smile. “As soon 
as we banish something that worries us from our presence, we believe 
that’s the end of it. In large matters we can sacrifice much, but as for 
giving way on a small point, that is a requirement which we are seldom 
big enough to fulfil. My mother was like that. When I lived with her as a 
boy or a youth, she could not rid herself of the cares of the moment. If 
I was late when I’d gone riding, she thought I’d had an accident; if I got 
wet in a shower of rain, she thought I would get a temperature. When 
I went away from her on my travels, it was as if I scarcely belonged to 
her any more.

“If we look at the matter more closely,” he continued, “we are both 
behaving in a pettish and irresponsible manner, by allowing two of 
the noblest souls who are so close to our hearts to remain in worried 
and oppressive circumstances, just so that we shan’t be exposed to any 
danger. If this doesn’t deserve to be called selfish, I don’t know what 
does! You take Ottilie, and let me have the Captain, and let us make a 
trial of it, in God’s name!”

“We might consider it,” Charlotte said with some misgiving, “if the 
danger were only for ourselves alone. But do you really think that it is 
advisable to have the Captain and Ottilie together under the same roof 
– he a man of roughly your own age, just at the age when a man first 
becomes capable of love and worthy of it (this flattering remark I can 
say to you only as we are on our own), together with a girl of Ottilie’s 
attractiveness?”

“I really don’t know how you can make so much of Ottilie!” Edward 
replied. “I can only explain it by saying that she must have inherited the 
affection you had for her mother. She’s pretty, there’s no denying it, and I 
remember the Captain pointed her out to me when we came back a year 
ago and met her with you at your aunt’s. She’s pretty, and in particular 
she has lovely eyes; but I can’t say that she made the least impression on 
me.”

“That’s very praiseworthy,” Charlotte said, “for I was there too; and 
although she is much younger than I am, still the presence of the older 
friend had so many attractions for you that you passed over her budding, 
promising beauty. This too is part of your nature and is why I am so 
happy to share my life with you.”

Although she seemed to be speaking frankly, Charlotte was hiding 
something. In fact, she had introduced Ottilie and Edward just as he 
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was back from his travels, in order to give her beloved foster-daughter 
the chance of such a good match; for she no longer thought of Edward 
in connection with herself. The Captain too had been asked to draw 
Edward’s attention to her; but Edward, obstinately mindful of his love 
for Charlotte, looked neither to right nor to left and was happy only 
in the feeling that it might be possible to be the possessor of a good 
fortune that a sequence of events had put beyond his reach apparently 
for ever.

The couple were just on the point of going down the new gardens to 
the castle when a servant came up hastily towards them and with laughter 
on his lips made himself heard from below: “Do come along quickly, my 
lord and lady! Mr. Mittler has come galloping into the courtyard. He 
shouted and brought us all together, telling us to go in search of you and 
to ask if there is need of him. ‘If there is need,’ he called after us, ‘do you 
hear? But hasten, quickly!’”

“The funny man!” Edward exclaimed; “hasn’t he come just at the 
right time, Charlotte? – Return quickly!” he ordered the servant; “tell 
him there is need, great need! Tell him to dismount. Look after his 
horse; take him into the castle and give him some breakfast! We are just 
coming.

“Let’s take the nearest way back!” he said to his wife and set off along 
the path by the graveyard, which he usually avoided. But how surprised 
he was to find Charlotte had spared people’s feelings here too. While 
taking the greatest possible care of the old monuments, she had managed 
to arrange and to order everything in such a way that it appeared as a 
pleasant place where the eye and the imagination could gladly dwell.

She had given suitable honour to the oldest stone of all. The stones 
had been erected, fitted in or otherwise arranged against the wall 
according to age; the tall base to the church itself had been repeated 
and ornamented by this. Edward felt strangely surprised as he came in 
through the little door; he pressed Charlotte’s hand, and there was a tear 
in his eye.

But the eccentric visitor banished this tear at once. For he had had no 
peace in the castle and had ridden without delay through the village up 
to the cemetery-gate, where he halted and called over to his friends: “I 
hope you’re not having me on. If it’s really necessary, I’ll stay for lunch. 
Don’t keep me! I’ve still got a lot to do today.”

“As you’ve come such a way,” Edward called out to him, “you might as 
well ride in properly; we meet at a serious spot: and see how beautifully 
decked out this sad place is.”

“I’m not coming in here, either by horse, by carriage or on foot. Those 
who are lying peacefully here are no concern of mine. I shall have to put 
up with it when the time comes for me to be carried in, feet first. It’s 
something serious, then?”

“Yes,” Charlotte called. “Really serious! This is the first time we newly-
weds are in trouble and confusion which we cannot settle on our own.”

“It doesn’t look like it,” he answered, “but I am willing to believe it. If 
you are having me on, I shall leave you in the lurch another time. You just 
follow me quickly! My horse can do with the rest and refreshment.”

Soon the three were together in the hall of the castle; breakfast was 
served, and Mittler recounted his deeds and plans for the day. This 
strange man had earlier been a minister of religion and with his restless 
activity he had succeeded during the course of his duties in settling the 
differences, both domestic and neighbourly, firstly of individuals, and 
then of whole parishes and of a number of landowners. While he was 
in office, no married couple had had a divorce, and the local judiciary 
had been spared all contentions and law-suits of that nature. He soon 
realized how essential legal knowledge was to him. He devoted all his 
studies to this subject and soon felt himself a match for the cleverest 
lawyers. His sphere of activity expanded miraculously; and there was a 
move to transfer him to the governmental headquarters where he might 
complete from the top what he had begun at the bottom, when he won 
a considerable sum in a lottery, bought himself a moderate-sized estate 
which he rented to a farmer and which he made the centre of his activity, 
with the firm intention, or rather according to his old custom and 
inclination, not to stay in any house unless he could act as a reconciler 
and helper there. Those who are superstitious about the significance of 
names believe that the name of Mittler (mediator) was the reason for his 
following this strangest of vocations.

The sweet was served when the guest admonished his hosts in all 
seriousness that they should not hold back any longer with their 
disclosures, because he would have to go immediately after coffee. 
Husband and wife made their confessions at some length; but he had 
scarcely comprehended what the point of the business was when he got 
up from the table in some annoyance, moved to the window and ordered 
his horse to be saddled.

“Either you don’t know me,” he exclaimed, “you don’t understand 
me, or else you are very spiteful. Is there any quarrel here? Is any help 
necessary here? Do you think that I’m here to give advice? That is the 
silliest job anyone can take up. Each one should advise himself and do 
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what he can’t help doing. If it goes well, let him rejoice in his wisdom 
and good luck; if it goes badly, then he can turn to me. The man who 
wants to be rid of an evil always knows what he wants; the man who 
wants something better than he has already is completely blind  – Yes, 
yes, you can laugh – he is playing blind-man’s-buff, perhaps he will 
make a catch; but what? Do what you like: it’s all the same! Invite your 
friends, or keep them away; it’s all the same! I have seen the most sensible 
arrangements break down, and the silliest ones succeed. Don’t worry 
your heads about it, and if it does go badly one way or the other, still 
don’t worry your heads about it! Just send for me, and you shall receive 
help. Until that time, goodbye!”

And with that he leapt on to his horse without waiting for his coffee.
“Here you can see what little use it is bringing in a third person, when 

things are not in complete harmony between two people who are tied 
closely to one another,” Charlotte said. “At the moment we are surely 
even more confused and uncertain than before, if that is possible.”

The couple would probably have been hesitant even longer, if a letter 
from the Captain had not come in reply to Edward’s. He had decided to 
take one of the posts that had been offered to him, although it was in 
no way suited to him. He was to share the tedium of living with elegant 
and rich people who would entrust him with the task of dispelling their 
boredom.

Edward saw this whole situation quite clearly and could describe it in 
sharp terms. “Do we want to leave our friend in such circumstances?” he 
exclaimed. “You can’t be so heartless, Charlotte?”

“That strange man, our good Mittler, is right after all,” Charlotte 
added. “All such undertakings are a leap in the dark. What can come of 
them, no man can foresee. Such new arrangements can be pregnant with 
happiness and unhappiness, without our needing to ascribe to ourselves 
any particular merit or guilt. I don’t feel strong enough to oppose you 
any longer. Let’s make the experiment! There’s only one thing I ask of 
you: it should only be for a short while. Allow me to act on his behalf 
more actively than up to now and to make full use of my influence and 
connections in order to secure him a post which can guarantee him a 
certain amount of contentment in his own way.”

Edward assured his wife of his liveliest appreciation in the pleasantest 
manner possible. He hastened, free and happy in mind, to tell his friend 
in writing of the proposals. Charlotte had to add her approval in her 
own writing in a postscript and to join her friendly requests to his. She 
wrote with a skilled hand pleasingly and politely, but yet with a kind 

of haste that was unusual for her; and, unexpectedly for her, she spoilt 
the sheet of paper at the end with a blot of ink which annoyed her and 
became bigger, the more she tried to remove it.

Edward made a joke of it and, as there was still room, he added a 
second postscript to say that his friend should see from this sign with what 
impatience he was awaited and should arrange for his journey to be made 
in accordance with the speed with which the letter had been written.

The messenger went off, and Edward thought that he could not express 
his gratitude more convincingly than by insisting once and again that 
Charlotte should send for Ottilie from school at the same time.

She asked for delay here and was able to arouse Edward’s interest that 
evening in musical entertainment. Charlotte played the piano very well, 
while Edward played the flute not so proficiently, for although he had 
made considerable efforts from time to time, he lacked the patience 
and persistence that are necessary for the development of such a 
talent. Consequently he executed his part very unevenly, some sections 
well, though perhaps too quickly, whereas with others he would stop 
because he was not familiar with them, and as a result it would have 
been difficult for anybody else to have got through a duet with him. 
But Charlotte could adapt herself to this; she would pause and then let 
herself be rushed along by him again, and thus fulfilled the double duty 
of a good conductor and of a wise wife, who are always able to hold the 
right measure on the whole, even though individual passages may not 
always remain in tempo.

3

the captain came. He had first sent a very sensible letter which reas-
sured Charlotte completely. Such insight into himself and such clar-

ity about his own position and that of his friends made a bright and 
cheerful prospect.

As usually happens among friends who have not seen each other for 
some time, the conversations during their first hours together were lively, 
indeed almost exhausting. Towards evening Charlotte arranged for a 
walk in the new gardens. The Captain liked this part very much and 
noticed every beauty spot which had been made visible and enjoyable 
for the first time by the new paths. His eye was practical and at the 
same time easily pleased; although he recognized very clearly what was 
desirable, he did not cause those who were showing him round their 




