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“Next to the English, Shakespeare does not belong to any other people so intimately
as to the Germans, because by no other people is he so much read, so deeply studied,
and so warmly loved both in the original and in translation.” Thus wrote August
Wilhelm Schlegel, who, together with his wife Caroline, translated the English bard’s
most important plays between 1797 and 1810. The timing was hardly accidental. The
Romantic era, especially in Germany, was the great age of translation. Clemens
Brentano goes as far as stating that “the romantic itself is a translation.” The
Schlegels’ work was much praised by their contemporaries. In her 1816 essay on “The
Spirit of Translation” Madame de Staël, the famous femme de lettres and pioneer in
propagating transnational relations, writes that “Schlegel has produced a translation
of Shakespeare that, by joining accuracy with inspiration, has something typically
German in it” with the result that “now Shakespeare and Friedrich Schiller have
become fellow countrymen.”
 

For once it is not C.G. Boerner’s old client Goethe who stands in as the preeminent
example for his age. When it came to theater, Friedrich Schiller (1759–1805) had
arguably the edge over the Herr Geheimrat as the greatest playwright of the German
language. His first play, Die Räuber (The Robbers, 1782) was an instant success.
Read as an anti-tyrannical protest, it would soon be embraced by the French
revolutionaries who granted Schiller honorary French citizenship in 1792. In his
historical drama Don Carlos (1787) the Marquis of Posa, whom Schiller made into
the spokesperson for an enlightened humanism, throws himself at the feet of King
Philip II of Spain with the words “Geben Sie Gedankenfreiheit!” (“Grant freedom of
thought, sire!”), to which an utterly confused king can only reply “Sonderbarer
Schwärmer” (“what an odd dreamer”).

Schiller was also one of the foremost theoretical thinkers of his time. Appalled by the
excesses of the French Revolution, he set his hopes on a philosophy that would
promise a liberation through art. To avoid the anarchy and the reign of terror that
had befallen the young French Republic, Schiller believed it was necessary to pursue
beauty which, for him, could only be achieved through a playful freedom: “Der
Mensch ist nur da ganz Mensch, wo er spielt” (a person is only ever fully a human
being when he [or she] is playing).

Embedded in this concept is an important early critique of modern bourgeois society.
The compartmentalization of labor processes required by the bourgeoning
industrialization is anathema to the wholeness of such an emphatic concept of Play.
(I wonder, though, what Schiller would have thought about today’s “playing” of video
games.) Hegel, Marx, and Max Weber will all build on Schiller’s thesis but first it was
the generation of the Romantics that found inspiration in his ideas.
 

Dannecker, Friedrich Schiller, 1794, later plaster cast after the original marble (Schiller Hosue, Weimar)

It can hardly be a surprise, therefore, that Schiller’s artistic “transfiguration” started
more or less immediately after his early death at age 45 in 1805. A crucial role in the
Schillerkult of the nineteenth century was played by the sculptor Johann Heinrich
von Dannecker (1758–1841), a friend from his schooldays in Stuttgart who was the
head of what is known as Swabian Neo-Classicism and one of the period’s most
important sculptors.

Dannecker sculpted his first Schiller portrait when the two friends were reunited in
March 1794. In the wake of the succès de scandale of his first play The Robbers,
Schiller had to leave the Swabian Heimat for over a decade to avoid getting arrested.
Later in life, the sculptor shared his reminiscences about this memorable encounter
with the Irish writer and art historian Anna Brownell Jameson. In her travel memoir
Visits and Sketches at Home and Abroad (1834) she recounts the portrait session in
Dannecker’s words. He had wanted Schiller to keep his expression, “the head raised,
the countenance full of inspiration, and affection, and bright hope! I told him that to
keep up this expression he must have some of his best friends to converse with him
while I took the model, for I could not talk and work too. O if I could but remember
what glorious things then fell from his lips! Sometimes I stopped in my work—I
could not go on—I could only listen.”
 

Dannecker’s original plaster for his posthumous bust of Schiller, 1805; still  visible are the marks used to transfer

the working model into the monumental marble (Schiller-Nationalmuseum, Marbach)

When the news of Schiller’s death reached Dannecker in May 1805, he was deeply
affected, declaring that “I want to make Schiller alive, yet he cannot be alive other
than in a colossal way. Schiller has to live in colossal form in sculpture, I want an
apotheosis.”
 

Dannecker and his “colossal Schiller”

(detail from a steel engraving, published on the occasion of Schiller’s 100th birthday on November 10, 1859)

He immediately started on a plaster bust which was completed within merely two
months. As models he used both his earlier sculpture as well as the writer’s death
mask which was sent to him from Weimar.
 

Dannecker, Monument in Honor of Schiller, pen and brown ink over pencil 

(Schiller-Nationalmuseum, Marbach, inv. Gr.F.93)

Dannecker’s drawing was used as model for the decorations of the memorial service held at the theater in

Weimar on November 10, 1805.

Pursuing his grandiose plans further, Dannecker then began work on a monumental
bust that was meant to be the centerpiece of a temple-like structure. Its raw form
began to take shape as early as August 1805 but, in the end, the bust was not
finished until 1810. “Schiller has to have movement and must not look like a cold
philosopher. He has something of an eagle that is always very agile.” The sculpture’s
monumental size and high placement were meant to elevate Schiller, quite literally,
into higher spheres. “There he rests high above and one might say: he stands there by
himself, all alone.”
 

Theodor Wagner, Friedrich Schiller (after a model by  Johann Heinrich von Dannecker), 1839

marble, height 55 cm (22 inches)

Plaster casts made from the marble abound and there is no other portrait that has
informed the image of Schiller to this day more than Dannecker’s bust. However, the
sculptor never made another marble version. Their execution fell to his pupil
Theodor Wagner (1800–1880). His busts brought the philosopher from Dannecker’s
Übermensch dimension back to the size of normal life. And even if he signed our bust
proudly TH. WAGNER F. STUTTGART 1839, Wagner undoubtedly presupposed the
public’s knowledge of his master’s original design.
 

The question remains why I started this Abwechslung with Shakespeare. One reason
was admittedly my hope that such a slightly provocative remark about the English
language’s greatest author might make a good diversion for my anglophile readers.
But then there is also this comment about the extraordinary accomplishment of
Schlegel’s translation: “heaven ought to be grateful.” It’s author, in a letter to
Schlegel from March 11, 1796, was that other great playwright—Schiller.
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Theodor Wagner, “Friedrich Schiller”

Subscribe Past Issues

http://cgboerner.com/
mailto:armin@cgboerner.com
http://instagram.com/cg_boerner
http://cgboerner.com/artists/theodor-wagner/
http://eepurl.com/dmE5lL
http://eepurl.com/dmE5lL
https://us17.campaign-archive.com/home/?u=12da71982c23d985fc948053d&id=5b335a74eb
https://us17.campaign-archive.com/home/?u=12da71982c23d985fc948053d&id=5b335a74eb
javascript:;

