CHAPTER 5

HOLDERLIN’S POETIC-DESCRIPTIVE ART

Even in his letters Holderlin rarely described the places he lived in or visited when
travelling. There is one exception—the account of the journey to Speyer that he
wrote for his mother. He had promised her a long description, and, for once, he
kept his word. It was a considerable effort—‘Sie miissen eben vorlieb nehmen mit
dem Gesudel, ich schriebs oft halb im Schlaf, eh ich zu Bette gieng’—that he would
gladly have been spared: ‘Wenn ich nur auch miindlich erzihlen konte’ (vi,32). He
wrote very briefly and, if often seems, impatiently of wherever he happened to be.

This paucity of description is remarkable in one so concerned to maintain
contact with his family and friends. His letters will scarcely have helped them
imagine his situation in places they had never seen. The letters to his mother least of
all. Only occasionally, writing to his sister, he gives helpful details. In two letters
from Homburg, for example, he describes the furnishing of his rooms, and the view
from the house (vi, 352 and vi,316). (In general, the letters to his sister differ from
those to his mother and half-brother in their greater simplicity, directness, and
detail.)

But quite often journeys and new places are not described at all:

Uber meine Reise von Stutg. bis Niimberg kann ich euch nichts sagen. Ich schlof
meist die Augen . . . (vi,100)

The journey to Rastatt is not described, nor is Dankenfeld, the von Kalbs’
residence, nor Frankfurt, nor the city and port of Bordeaux. Holderlin made his
biographers’ task all the more difficult by saying so little about the real circumstances
he lived in.

Occasionally, feeling that something ought to be said, he offers brief, general,
and obvious comments: ‘Die Gegend von Jena ist treflich . . .’, ‘Gotha ist ein
hiibscher Ort . . .’, ‘Erfurt ist enorm gro8 . . .’ (vi,142). And sometimes, knowing
his description to be inadequate, he promises a fuller one at another time: ‘Die
Girten von Luisium u. Worrliz . . . beschreib’ ich Dir ein andermal . . .” (vi,167).
But he fails to keep his promise. He promised Carl a description of his walking
tour in the Rhéngebirge, but never wrote it.! When Carl visited him in Frankfurt
Holderlin was pleased to be excused much of the necessary account: ‘Uber die
Mainzer Gegend soll Dir Karl selbst etwas sagen’ (vi,239).
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And of the few longer descriptions that his letters contain most tend to be
sketchy and uninteresting. Or is it simply the things he chooses to describe? A
graveyard and school-house in Dessau, the orphanage in Halle (vi,167). Beck notes
how slight an impression Niirnberg apparently made on him (vi,654).

Clearly, Holderlin disliked describing and felt he had no talent for it. He makes
general, unexceptionable remarks because he. will not trust himself to be more
particular or original. He warned against setting too much store by his
observations: ‘. . . will ich . . . gerne gestehen, da} mein Urtheil nur fliichtig und
duBerst unzuverldssig ist’ (vi,142). Writing to Neuffer he excused himself from an
account of his Leipzig journey:

Ich kan Dich nicht mit Reisebeobachtungen plagen, ich mochte das Wesen nie
recht leiden, wahrscheinlich, weil ich keine Gaabe dazu habe . . . (vi, 168)

If full topographical descriptions are rare in the letters they are almost entirely
absent from the poetry. This should not be surprising since Holderlin accepted the
view of poetry advanced by Lessing in Laokoon. Description was for the visual
arts: a painter could communicate the coexistent details of a landscape, group, or
setting far better than a poet. The poet’s strength lay in the relating of the
consecutive details of an action. Moreover, even when, in the early poetry,
attempting to communicate a scene that an artist might have painted—a ruined
castle, Swiss mountains, a wide view—Holderlin always obeyed his instinct to
idealize and interpret—his poem never simply described. There are almost no
factual descriptions in his poems; he was opposed to that kind of writing.? But the
absence of descriptive passages from his letters, where, as'many writers do—Flaubert,
for example—he might have relaxed the principles that governed his art, suggests
that in prose or poetry factual description was something he was incapable of.

And this is interesting in a writer to whom so many places, near and exotic alike,
were so attractive and important; who travelled and was an avid reader of other
travellers’ accounts, and who had a vision of his homeland and of Greece that he
must communicate. How then is the vision communicated, if not through factual
description? That is the question to be considered in this chapter.

All Hélderlin’s knowledge of the topography and physical appearance of Greece
was got from reading. First the classics: the historians, geographers, and travellers—
Herodotus, Strabo, and Pausanias—whom Hoélderlin probably knew well, at least
from the references and quotations in contemporary books on classical subjects,
in the Laokoon, Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums, and the Voyage du jeune
Anacharsis en Gréce, and, of course, in Chandler and Choiseul who both refer
constantly to Strabo and Pausanias; and the poets, whom he certainly knew well,
who characterize places briefly with an epithet or typical detail, or celebrate them
at greater length in lyrical passages. Works that particularly served Holderlin were
the Bacchae (Cithaeron and Asia Minor), Phaedrus (the setting by the Ilissus), Ajax
and Philoctetes (Salamis and Lemnos), and he took many details from other works
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by Sophocles (details of Colonus, for example), and from Pindar, and, most
notably, from Homer. When he named and celebrated places in his poems he almost
always had traditional details in mind.

Hoélderlin’s second source of information on Greece was the travel literature of
his own time, above all the works of Chandler and Choiseul, where the classical
world is described in the greatest detail with the aid of maps, diagrams, and
engravings.

He saw Greece through these two quite different perspectives and evolved his
own vision out of them, one closer to the poets’ than to the travellers’, but quite
his own, and of his own age, nostalgic (sentimentalisch) and hopeful in a modern
way.

Since his sources, at least in the earlier writings, are well known (Beifiner gives
many parallels in the Stuttgart edition of Hyperion) it is possible to see Holderlin
at work transmuting chosen material for his own poetic ends. Obviously, when he
draws on classical poets—borrowing an epithet, accepting a characterizing detail-no
such transmutation is necessary, for their vision was as ideal as his. But when he
makes use of Chandler and Choiseul much revision is necessary before their prose
material—their factual accounts—suits his novel or poem.

Chandler’s account of his travels in Asia Minor and Greece? is soberly and
objectively written. His was a scientific expedition, financed by the Society of
Dilettanti, and he had his instructions to carry out. His observations are as exact as
he can make them (an architect and a painter were with him to substantiate his
measurements and descriptions); his prose is clear. He rarely allows himself to be
enthusiastic: he carefully notes the ingredients of a curious or beautiful scene—
identifying the exotic trees and flowers, for example—and does not intrude his own
sentiments. His writing is not tendentious: he makes very little pathos out of the
modern Greeks’ predicament. The German edition, that Holderlin probably used, is
a faithful translation, with maps and plans.

Choiseul® is less objective, more enthusiastic and more tendentious. He is always
pleased to indicate how low the Greeks have sunk. His translator, Reichard,
deliberately exaggerates this pathos and even falsifies the original whenever an
opportunity of maligning the modern Greeks presents itself (cf. especially his
perverse translation of Choiseul’s account of the Siege of Coron—fully examined
by BeiBner in G StA, iii). Holderlin almost certainly read Reichard’s translation, a
shoddily produced and incomplete version of the sumptuous French edition.

In fact, though, Choiseul’s sentiments, even when exaggerated by Reichard, were
very much Holderlin’s own at the time of writing Hyperion and the poems ‘Der
Main’ and ‘Der Nekar’. He accepted the tendentiousness of Choiseul’s account and
where tendentiousness was lacking, in Chandler’s account, he readily supplied it
himself. Chandler’s descriptions are lucid and neutral; he gives Holderlin objective
facts, which Holderlin then transforms. This process can be studied by comparing
descriptive passages in Hyperion with their probable sources in Chandler’s travel
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books. The point is not to prove that Holderlin re-wrote poetically whole paragraphs
of Chandler’s prose (he certainly did not), but to attempt to show what the poet’s
vision owes to the traveller’s careful observations, and so to discover differences
between prose and poetic description.

I have chosen two passages from Hyperion whose details clearly derive from
Chandler. The first describes Hyperion’s wanderings through Greece with his
mentor Adamas:®

an den Athos hinauf und von da hiniiberschifften in den Hellespont und dann hinab
an die Ufer von Rhodus und die Bergschliinde von Tdnarum, durch die stillen
Inseln alle, wenn da die Sehnsucht iiber die Kiisten hinein uns trieb, in’s diistre
Herz des alten Pelopones, an die einsamen Gestade des Eurotas, ach! die
ausgestorbnen Thale von Elis und Nemea und Olympia, wenn wir da, an eine
Tempelsiule des vergefnen Jupiters gelehnt, umfangen von Lorbeerrosen und
Immergriin, in’s wilde Fluibett sahn . . . (iii,14)

Athos, the Hellespont, Rhodes, Taenarum, Eurotas, Elis, Nemea, and Olympia are
a list of almost arbitrarily chosen evocative names, rather than the stages of a
feasible journey. Naming places in this way is a technique often employed by
Holderlin, in the poems too, as a means of compressing a broad vision of the whole
of Greece into the small space of a single paragraph or stanza. Chandler visits or
mentions all these places and describes them more or less fully. Perhaps Holderlin
read the names from the maps the volumes provide. Here, in an obvious way, one
important aspect of the process of poetic description is made clear; disparate details
are brought together, raw material is reduced and compressed.

Nemea and Olympia, for example, are on opposite sides of the Peloponnese, but
it is not clear which site is intended in the phrase ‘wenn wir da’. The three chosen
details—the pillar of the Temple of Zeus, the abundance of laurel and evergreen, the
river-bed—could be taken as equally typical of both. It seems probable, however,
that, originally, they were details of Nemea. Chandler describes the way there thus:
‘Der Weg lauft an einem tiefgehohlten, mit dichten Gebiischen von Lorbeerrosen,
Myrten und Immergriin verwachsenen FluBbette hin . . .”® He found two pillars of
the temple of Nemean Zeus still standing.” But nothing in his very brief description
of Olympia (he found little to see there)® is traceable in the Hyperion passage.
Holderlin’s poetic purpose is served by compressing the two sites into one scene
that could be either, and arranging the details he had from Chandler to suit his own
ends—so Hyperion leans on the pillar and, overhung by laurels and evergreen, gazes
down into the river-bed. Out of the disparate, neutral details a tendentious picture
has been made.

And this is the second element in the poetic process. Chandler writes objectively,
Holderlin has an axe to grind. Details that are neutral in Chandler are tendentious in
Holderlin. Hyperion leaning against the pillar broods sorrowfully on his country’s
past. Most of the adjectives are similarly tendentious: ‘still’, ‘diister’, ‘alt’, ‘einsam’,
‘ausgestorben’, ‘vergefien’.



91
The description continues:

da sa ich traurig spielend neben ihm [Adamas], und pflitkte das Moos von eines
Halbgotts Piedestal, grub eine marmorne Heldenschulter aus dem Schutt, und
schnitt den Dornbusch und das Haidekraut von den halbbegrabnen Architraven,
indef mein Adamas die Landschaft zeichnete, wie sie freundlich trostend den Ruin
umgab, den Waizenhiigel, die Oliven, die Ziegenheerde, die am Felsen des Gebirgs
hieng, den Ulmenwald, der von den Gipfeln in das Thal sich stiirzte; und die Lacerte
spielte zu unsern Fiien, und die Fliegen umsummten uns in der Stille des

Mittags . . .(iii,15)

Far from being Chandler’s Nemea (‘Die Triimmer ist kahl, und der Boden umher
war neulich gepfliigt worden’?) or his Olympia, this is simply a typical ruined site,
composed of details picked up anywhere. Chandler writes in his first volume,
Travels in Asia Minor:

Unter dem Schutt, der sich weit erstreckt, findet man wenige Marmorstiicke und
Reste von Bildhauerarbeit . . . Der Bauer zeigte mir ein marmornes Fufigestell . . .
Nahe dabey fanden wir noch ein Paar andre Fufigestelle, von welchen eins iiber halb
in Schutt vergraben war.'®

This was a site in Troas.

The neutral details are used tendentiously by Holderlin: he crowds them
together to form almost a caricature of a classical ruins scene of the kind commonly
produced by eighteenth-century painters. The landscape that Adamas sketches is
similarly composed. Typical details (none of them, however, noted by Chandler at
Nemea or Olympia)—olives, goats, a lizard—all the proper ingredients, are mixed to
give a Greek landscape which, like the ruins, is tendentiously intended. It is
‘freundlich trostend’ (that is why Adamas sketches it), being what remains of the
Greek world.

The whole scene, then, is a poetic composition, independent of the factual
accounts it uses, having its own mood and intention. Poetic composition implies
free choice, compression, and tendentious arrangement.

Another example is the description of Hyperion’s walk in the hinterland of
Smyrna (iii,20-21). There is the same compression into unreal distance and time:
the real journey, Smyrna-Sardes-Tmolus-Cayster-Smyrna would be 130 miles or
more, including a climb of 6,000 feet. Tmolus seems within easy reach of Smyrna
in Holderlin’s account. Before beginning his climb Hyperion spends a night at the
foot of the mountain:

Ich hatt’ am Fufle des Bergs iibernachtet in einer freundlichen Hiitte, unter
Myrthen, unter den Diiften des Ladanstrauchs, wo in der goldnen Fluth des
Pactolus die Schwine mir zur Seite spielten, wo ein alter Tempel der Cybele aus den
Ulmen hervor, wie ein schiichterner Geist, in’s helle Mondlicht blikte. Fiinf liebliche
Sdulen trauerten iiber dem Schutt, und ein koéniglich Portal lag niedergestiirzt zu
ihren Fuflen.

(iii,20)
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The exotic and evocative details, the myrtle, laudanum, and swans, have been
gathered here and there in Chandler.!! and brought together, almost to excess. The
main features—the hut, the river, and the temple—are related more closely and more
clearly than would be likely in reality. They feel close together; the imprecise ‘wo’
encourages the reader to picture them as closely related.

Details are enhanced in Holderlin’s compositions beyond what Chandler found
them to be: ‘die freundliche Hiitte’ among the myrtle and laudanum bushes will
have had as its original the khans in which Chandler’s party often slept. They were
rarely so idyllic. The phrase ‘die goldne Fluth des Pactolus’ deliberately implies that
the water of the electrum-bearing river was golden in appearance. Chandler found
the river at best shallow, sandy, and reddish-yellow, at worst ‘foul and dull’.'?
Chandler describes the temple of Cybele in detail.!® Holderlin selects two precise
instances—the five pillars still standing and the fallen gateway—and with the words
‘lieblich’, ‘trauern’, and ‘kéniglich’, charges them with his own nostalgia. They are a
tendentious summary of the scene.

Even in the novel the descriptive passages are almost never an end in themselves
but are subordinate to an overall purpose. They are coloured by the author’s
nostalgia for the lost Greek ideal; describing the Greek landscape he is acutely
aware of the ideal civilization that has gone from it. But there is, nevertheless, room
in a novel for a certain amount of not strictly relevant ‘picturesqueness’ and local-
colouring. Or, rather, the author has room to indulge his passion for the physical
beauty of Greece in long and frequent descriptive passages that serve his novel’s
Tendenz only in so far as more and more description may be said to increase the
reader’s sense of the beauty of Greece and so his sense of loss. But in the poems,
where places, although important, are never themselves the main concern, there is
no room whatsoever for gratuitous description. Least of all in the odes, and hardly
more so in the Pindaric hymns. There is most room in hexameters and iambic
pentameters, and early poems in those metres do contain descriptive passages of an
untypical length.!* But in the mature poetry there is no room to spare.

This means that the process of selection and compression, already noted in the
writing of the novel, must be greatly intensified in the lyrical poetry. The
intensification can be shown by comparing earlier and later poems in which
descriptions of Greece occur.

‘Der Main’ and ‘Der Nekar’

Both poems, especially ‘Der Nekar’, still have Hyperion and ultimately Chandler
and Choiseul as the source of their descriptive details. The verses are crowded with
evocative instances—the embarras de choix is obvious. Holderlin has two simple
intentions: first, to indicate the degenerate state of the modern Greeks; secondly,
to indicate the surviving beauty of the landscape. A plethora of possibilities must
have come to mind. For his first purpose he chose the songs and the labyrinthine
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dances that, according to Choiseul,' are a comfort to the Greeks in their enslaved

condition; also the pillars of the Olympieum that are still standing, a reminder of
the great past (‘Der Nekar’, lines 28, 32, 18, ii,17-18). Other details would have
served the same purpose more or less well. Remembering his reading he might have
chosen the antique sarcophagi now used as cisterns (typically, Chandler merely
notes this detail, Choiseul points the moral of it), or the sections of antique pillars
or altars now used as grind-stones. Jackals among the ruins or cranes migrating at
the approach of winter are details objectively noted by Chandler already used
tendentiously by Holderlin in his Hyperion.!®

For his second purpose—to conjure up the surviving beauty of the landscape—
Holderlin had an inexhaustible supply of suitable details at his disposal. He chose
the cooling sea-breeze, the laurel, pomegranate, orange, and mastic trees (‘Der
Nekar’, lines 24-30). He might equally well have chosen oleander, laudanum bushes,
jasmine, myrtle, tamarisk, or lemon trees.

‘Der Main’ and ‘Der Nekar’ are unlike the later poems in the amount of exotic
detail they contain, and in that the details themselves are not absolutely necessary
and unalterable, as details of later poems are. There might have been more or fewer
of them, and others would have done as well. Nevertheless, there has been greater
selection than in the writing of the novel, and the selected details have been
enhanced beyond the significance they had in, at least, Chandler’s account.

An important aspect of the poetic descriptive process is this choosing of details
that, in a poetic context, will be able to sustain a symbolic significance, details that
will be, unforcedly, more suggestive and significant than they would seem to be in
reality. Perhaps a distinction can be made between details whose innate, true
significance the poet, in his poem, brings out and details that are of themselves
neutral and to which the poet attributes his own significance. Jackals among ruins
and migrating cranes would be of this latter kind—the poet gives them a, fairly
obvious, significance of his own choosing. Most satisfying are details of the former
kind, where the poet justly evaluates the detail’s significance—his poem reveals and
does not impose significance. The ‘Hadrianstor’ in Hyperion would be an example
of this.!” In itself it does illustrate the passing of a civilization—the new city has
spread round it and has no more use for it. It is a gate that nobody goes in or out
of. It has become symbolic, of its essential nature, and Hélderlin, in selecting it, lets
its essential symbolic nature be revealed.

But perhaps the distinction is not just. It may simply be that all details are of
themselves neutral and the poet always imposes significance, sometimes
convincingly and sometimes not. Either way it can be said that Holderlin had an
eye for the detail that would bear symbolic significance. For poetic description he
selected such details—things he had observed himself and things other people had
observed—and immeasurably enhanced them.

Details evaluated or enhanced in this way produce Holderlin’s most satisfying
imagery. In the opening lines of ‘Patmos’, for example:
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furchtlos gehn
Die Sohne der Alpen iiber den Abgrund weg
Auf leichtgebaueten Briiken.
(lines 6-8, ii,165)

The detail is a component part first of a real landscape, and secondly of a complex
of images indicating a metaphysical predicament. It is first a fact observed by
Holderlin himself or remembered by him from his reading. He may have seen such
bridges on his way home from Hauptwyl, if he went through the mountains to the
Rhine gorge. Or perhaps he transferred them from Chandler’s Asia Minor. Chandler
notes of a cave at Hylae that it was sacred to Apollo, whose image gave his devotees
extraordinary skill in all their undertakings:

His servants leaped down the steep rocks and precipices; or, fellin& tall trees, walked
on them, with burthens, over the narrow passes of the mountain.

This will be the meaning of ‘leichtgebauet’, whether Holderlin had Chandler’s
observation in mind or not. Alpine bridges might be similarly built. In being used
thus as an image the detail loses nothing of its essential nature: the poet attempts a
bold act of communication, exactly as the bridge-builders did.

The same kind of imagery occurs in ‘Mnemosyne’:

da, vom Kreuze redend, das
Gesezt ist unterwegs einmal
Gestorbenen, auf hoher Strafl
Ein Wandersmann geht zornig,
Fern ahnend mit

Dem andern . . . (lines 29-34, ii,198)

This is the perfect expression of Holderlin’s theme—the difficult transition into
the new age. It is an image, like the bridges of ‘Patmos’, of a religious situation and
it is the more satisfying for being firmly of this earth. Holderlin knew about passes;
in the Alps, the Black Forest, the Auvergne he had learned the significance of the
image with his own feet. The metaphysical idea finds its exact correlative in the
revealed significance of the mountain pass.

The cross, commemorating travellers who have died, is an interesting detail. Such
crosses are erected by the roadside in Alpine regions. Wordsworth observed them in
1790, when travelling through the Reuss valley: ‘And crosses rear’d to Death on
every side’. He notes: ‘Crosses commemorative of the deaths of travellers by the fall
of snow, and other accidents very common along this dreadful road’.'® Holderlin
will have seen them for himself. Later the remembered detail became a perfect
image.

I should like now to examine Holderlin’s final and most intense vision of Asia
Minor, the area of Greece that his novel and earlier poems had already often
described.
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The vision of Asia Minor: ‘Patmos’ (lines 25-45)

It may be worth examining the lines phrase by phrase.

Asia appears ‘in frischem Glanze’ (line 25)—in obvious contrast to the twilit
world of Hesperia. The Greeks enjoyed an age of light. In Greek poetry a common
circumlocution for ‘dying’ is ‘leaving the light..?% There are factual and commonly
understood reasons for thinking of colour and light as being prime qualities of the
Greek civilisation, but the phrase ‘in frischem Glanze’ has its full meaning only
within the context of Hélderlin’s whole mythology of cosmic day and night.

Geheimnifvoll
Im goldenen Rauche . .. (lines 26-27)

This is how Hesperian eyes must see the Greek past—through the veils of legend,
myth and nostalgia, through ‘ein goldner Rauch, die Sage’ (‘Germanien’, line 25,
ii,149).

‘Bliithe’ (line 27) is the verb most often used to describe the Greek achieve-
ment.?! But first, in the vision, it is the supreme beauty of Ionia, of which
Holderlin had precise factual details—the flowering shrubs and trees, the snow, the
rivers, etc.—from reading the travellers. ‘Blithen’ is a descriptive word whose
potential has been raised.

Schnellaufgewachsen,
Mit Schritten der Sonne . . . (lines 28-29)

This is, first, the speed, the light, and the enormous scope of the vision. It dawns
on the poet. Then, in the whole mythology, the course of the sun from east to west
is a metaphor of civilization’s development from its Asian source.?

Mit tausend Gipfeln duftend . . . (line 30)

These are the mountains of the Ionian hinterland, precisely named later, that
Hyperion climbed. They were, literally, ‘duftend’ as Holderlin knew from Chandler,
scented with laudanum, tamarisk, and oleander. This one line has its more
expansive equivalents.in many Hyperion passages and in the descriptive strophes of
‘Der Main’ and ‘Der Nekar’. In ‘Patmos’ there is maximum compression—and not
only that, but also an enhancement and an enrichment of the chosen details. For
what is being created is a mythical landscape, whose details are significant beyond
their reality. Even in the first version of ‘Patmos’ there is a suggestion that, as in
‘Brod und Wein’ (line 57), the mountains are altars for the worship of the gods.
‘Duftend’, then, is the smoke and scent of sacrifices. The later versions make this
explicit:

Von tausend Tischen duftend . . . (line 30, ii,174,180,185)

The enjambement between antistrophe and epode (lines 30-31) to reach the
climax of the vision and complete the syntactic unit begun seven lines back is a
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mark of the technical mastery always controlling this vision. The suspense of
increasing vision is exactly matched in syntax; as is the fulfilment: ‘Mir Asia auf . .
Then follows a description of what the poet has in sight:

ungewohnt
War ich der breiten Gassen, wo herab
Vom Tmolus fihrt
Der goldgeschmiikte Pactol
Und Taurus stehet und Messogis,
Und voll von Blumen der Garten,
Ein stilles Feuer; aber im Lichte
Bliiht hoch der silberne Schnee;
Und Zeug unsterblichen Lebens
An unzugangbaren Winden
Uralt der Epheu wichst und getragen sind
Von lebenden Sdulen, Cedern und Lorbeern
Die feierlichen,
Die gottlichgebauten Pallédste.

(lines 32-45)

It is a composite picture, like the paragraphs quoted from Hyperion, but put
together with infinitely greater care and to infinitely greater effect. The component
parts are fetched from near and far—it is not possible to say unequivocally from
where, nor exactly how they stand in relationship to one another. Again, as in the
Hyperion passages, this valuable imprecision is deliberately achieved by the
equivocal placing of the word ‘wo’ (line 33); also by the relating syntactically—‘Und
Taurus stehet . . ., ‘@aber im Lichte . . .’, etc.—of places far apart in reality. Is Sardes
intended (lines 33-35) where the Pactolus flows from Tmolus through the streets?
‘Die breiten Gassen . . .’ seems more to indicate ‘the broad streets’ (ebpvdyuvtd) of
Troy. Messogis is to the south of Tmolus, and Taurus still further south. Miletus
may be indicated, one of the ports, the gates of Asia Minor (lines 46) and the
nearest to Patmos, the goal of the poet’s journey; for near Miletus, at the mouth of
the Meander, Chandler found an especially fertile area known locally as ‘The
Gardens’, and of Miletus he wrote: ‘Miletus ist ein sehr geringer Ort, wird aber noch
Palat, oder Palatia, die Palliste genannt’.2? (Cf. lines 37 and 45 of ‘Patmos’). The
town was renowned for its palaces in Hellenistic times.

The associations are as various as the localities: of Bacchus in Tmolus and the
Pactolus (also in the detail of the ivy); of Homeric heroes in the wide streets and
the god-built palaces;** of eighteenth-century travellers, and of the author’s own
novel.

The widespread localities and associations are compressed into the small space
the poem can make available. The various elements are bound into a unity by
poetic form.

It gives further unity to the vision that the details of locality and landscape are
built up and ordered into an overall image. The garden, the sheer, ivy-covered walls,
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and the pillars make up an immense and magnificent structure, truly
‘gottlichgebaut’. As in ‘Friedensfeier’ (lines 1-9) and ‘Brod und Wein’ (lines 55-58)
the natural landscape is seen as a building on an immense scale, a work of divine art.
In ‘Patmos’ Holderlin first described the snow-covered peaks as ‘ein silbern
Geldnder’—which makes the architectural image perhaps more obvious than he
finally wanted it to be. In a later version (ii, 174) the palaces (lines 44-45) instead
of being ‘feierlich’ are ‘felsenhart’, which indicates the source of the metaphor in
the natural landscape, the sheer mountain walls.

Within the unifying metaphor the disparate details and localities already
mentioned are all independently effective.

Jung, in elucidating the general, archetypal meaning of the imagery in this
‘schizophrenic’s’ vision,2® overlooks those meanings that are precisely intended
within a carefully worked-out private mythology. The vision is finally
comprehensible only on Holderlin’s own terms.2® Certainly the descriptive details
amount to a vision—it is all intensely seen—but did this vision well up
uncontrollably out of the poet’s subconscious? or was it composed, piece by piece,
with one selected detail after the other?

The latter seems the more likely. The vision was composed, in essentially the
same way as the descriptive passages of Hyperion were composed, but with an
intensity and a richness that only the strictest poetic form could hold in check.
After this vision Holderlin was never again so successful.

A particular quality of these lines in ‘Patmos’, and of poetic description in
general, is that being themselves compressed and controlled, their effect on the
reader’s imagination is evocative and expansive. That is perhaps due to the element
of deliberate imprecision in the composition: options are left open to the
imagination. Prosaic description limits the imagination, invites the reader to
consider and not go beyond certain specific details. But poetic description, in every
detail it offers, widens the imagination’s scope. For example:

Dort an der Ufern, unter den Baumen

Ionias, in Ebenen des Kaisters,

Wo Kraniche, des Aethers froh,

Umschlossen sind von fernhinddimmernden Bergen . . .

(‘Die Wanderung’, lines 64-67, ii,140)
The vision is enlarged: from the coast, the river estuaries with their famous cities,
inland among the exotic Ionian vegetation, to the wide plains, the distant
mountains, under the infinite sky. And beyond the landscape, that itself extends
further than the eye can see, is the dimension of meanings, suggestions, and
associations. The associations, both general and peculiar to Holderlin, of those four
lines are too numerous to list.
The topography is in order, the chosen details are apt—but the lines are more

visionary than descriptive. The eye is led out of and beyond the landscape by the
landscape details themselves.
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So far this chapter has been concerned with the landscapes of the ideal Greek
world, and it is understandable that Holderlin’s vision of them should be so intense.
Having examined how such visions are composed, it may now be worth examining
how Hoélderlin reacts to and makes use of those landscapes that he saw, not through
the medium of a hallowed literary tradition nor through foreign travellers’
accounts, but with his own eyes.

Apologizing to Neuffer for his lack of descriptive talent he wrote: ‘ich bin meist
mit dem Totaleindruk zufrieden’ (vi,168). This comment has already been discussed
in Chapter 1,27 but it may be useful again here, under a different aspect. How does
Holderlin’s receptiveness to the general, overall effect of a landscape affect his
description of it? A passage from ‘Emilie’ provides an example of his method:

Wie oft
Im Abendlichte stand ich auf dem Hiigel
Mit dir, und sah das griine Thal hinauf,
Wo zwischen Bergen, da die Rebe wichst,
An manchem Dorf voriiber, durch die Wiesen
Zu uns herab, von luft’ger Weid’ umkrinzt,
Das goldne ruhige Gewasser wallte!

(lines 170-176, i,282-83)

First, it is a view from a hill. ‘Totaleindruk’ is most easily experienced from a
vantage point. It is significant that the lengthiest and best of the few descriptive
passages in Holderlin’s letters are views from hills.2® Similarly in the poetry, from
‘Die Tek’ and ‘Kanton Schwyz’ onwards. Landscape seen from a height and
distance loses much of its distracting particularness. It becomes appreciable in its
lasting, general, component parts. Looking at the landscape Holderlin then chooses
those of its details by which it can be most permanently characterized. It is not that
he snatches up a detail here and there, overlooking all others, but that from his
vantage point, experiencing a ‘Totaleindruk’, he selects the details he considers to
be most telling—not the details which would most exactly convey any peculiarities
of the particular scene before him, but those which would most lastingly convey
what is basic, unchanging, and overall in that landscape. In ‘Emilie’, to describe the
landscape of the Neckar valley Holderlin selects: the hills with their vineyards, the
meadows, the villages, the willows along the river-bank. These few details are hardly
a description of the landscape—they do no more than stand for it. They are the
accepted symbols of it.

This is a relatively long descriptive passage and ‘Emilie’, a leisurely, not to say
long-winded poem, contains others like it, but still none of them has fullness—there
is no fullness of detail such as a realistic, prose description would inevitably have.
These poetic descriptions are the very reverse of exhaustive: few details are given, as
parts for the whole, or reminders.

Perhaps it does not finally matter which details the poet selects, so long as they
belong in and can be made to be expressive of the landscape. Holderlin generally
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picks out willows to be the characteristic detail of the Neckar banks, but alders
would perhaps have done as well. In ‘Des Morgens’ he finally wrote:

die Buche neigt
Ihr schwankes Haupt . . .
(lines 2-3,1,302)

having discarded—why?—the poplar and the birch (i,612). But the details are not
quite arbitrary; there is not a wide choice, there are not that many overall typical
details. It would not do to choose anything too particular or recherché. If the hills
are generally flat-topped, then it would not do to pick out the exceptional, pointed
one.

It should be said that certain landscapes can be quite adequately conveyed in
this general, selective way, whilst others demand the fullest and most particular
description. It so happens that the landscapes Holderlin knew best are naturally
suited to his way of apprehending and communicating them. Swabia, especially, is
a country easily appreciable in its basic component parts. In a typical Swabian
landscape the river, with its willows, alders, and poplars, is central. Flat meadows
are to either side of it, or fields of corn and root-crops. The valley is wide and flat,
bordered by low hills. Hillslopes facing south have vineyards, others have orchards,
and quite distinctly above vineyards or orchards the forest begins. Roads and paths
go over the valley floor in remarkable clarity:

Holde Landschaft! wo die Strafle
Mitten durch sehr eben geht . . .
(‘Das frohliche Leben’, lines 33-34,ii,275)

A landscape ‘Wo die Natur sehr einfiltig’, as Holderlin wrote at a time when the
simple components of the scene were more than ever important to him.?

Such a landscape loses nothing by being described in the most general terms—the
river, the meadows, the cornfields, the orchards, the vineyards and the forest. Each
detail is archetypal.

Towns and villages in this landscape, even today, have a distinctiveness, a
separateness, are appreciable as entities in themselves and distinct parts of the
whole. You can still walk comfortably out of Tiibingen; the many villages around
are quite distinct from the town and from one another. In 1800 Tiibingen was still
walled; there was very little building outside the walls until the 1820s. And pictures
of the time show Frankfurt similarly complete in itself:

Fernher dimmert die Stadt, wie eine eherne Riistung
Gegen die Macht des Gewittergotts und der Menschen geschmiedet,
Majestitisch herauf, und ringsum ruhen die Dérfchen . . .3

In general, Holderlin’s innate sensitivity to all that is archetypal in human
existence was aided by the conditions of the times he lived in, when archetypes
were a good deal more apparent than they are now.
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The two areas of Germany that Holderlin knew best, Swabia and the Rhine-Main
plain, are not dissimilar enough to appear very differently in his poetry. Both
landscapes are conveyed in more or less the same details: river, vineyards, orchards,
etc. The landscape has to be quite different, like the Alps, before a different version
of it appears in the poetry. Landscapes that are in fact similar become well-nigh
indistinguishable from one another when generalized and included in a poem.

This can be further discussed with the help of the GStA. Writing to his sister in
the spring of 1799, Holderlin described his situation in Homburg:

das Stiddtchen liegt am Gebirg, und Wilder und geschmakvolle Anlagen, liegen rings
herum; ich wohne gegen das Feld hinaus, habe Girten vor dem Fenster und einen
Hiigel mit Eichbdumen, und kaum ein paar Schritte in ein schones Wiesthal. Da geh’
ich dann hinaus wenn ich von meiner Arbeit miide bin, steige auf den Hiigel und
seze mich in die Sonne, und sehe iiber Frankfurt in die weiten Fernen hinaus( . .. )
vi, 316

Adolf Beck, editing the letters, notes: ‘Das in Nr. 174 geschilderte Bild erscheint
unverkennbar [my empbhasis] in der Ode ‘Mein Eigentum’ vom Herbst 1799’
(vi,891).

In seiner Fille ruhet der Herbsttag nun,
Geliutert ist die Traub und der Hain ist roth
Vom Obst, wenn schon der holden Bliithen
Manche der Erde zum Danke fielen.

Und rings im Felde, wo ich den Pfad hinaus
Den stillen wandle, ist den Zufriedenen
Ihr Gut gereift und viel der frohen
Muhe gewihrer der Reichtum ihnen.

Doch heute laB mich stille, den trauten Pfad
Zum Haine gehn, dem golden die Wipfel schmiikt
Sein sterbend Laub, und krinzt auch mir die
Stirne, ihr holden Erinnerungen!
(lines 1-8 and 33-36,1,306-307)

Beck’s note is useful in a discussion of Holderlin’s poetic-descriptive method. Of a
passage in an earlier letter (vi,240, lines 56-59) he notes: ‘Die Umgebung, die
Holderlin schildert, geht dichterisch verwandelt, aber eindeutig erkennbar [my
emphasis] in den ersten Abschnitt (v.2-7) des Gedichtes “Die Mufe” ein’ (vi,836).
‘Mein Eigentum’ is a better poem than ‘Die Mufle’, a better example of Holderlin’s
poetic-descriptive art (there is an untypical, excessive amount of not very
significant detail in ‘Die Mufle’—fish, swallows, butterflies, and bees), and, together
with the passage from the letter, it will serve to illustrate my argument.

It is amusing but, I think, not very profitable to attempt to recognize particular
landscapes in Holderlin’s poems. In a sense it is a perverse exercise because it works
directly against the poet’s intention. If a particular landscape can be identified that



101

will always be despite the poet.

It happens that the letter and the poem ‘Mein Eigentum’ were both
demonstrably written in Homburg and thus it becomes reasonable to associate
them. But if the dates and place of composition were not known, what exactly in
the poem would remind a reader of the letter? Nothing in particular—the poem has
nothing in particular; but, for that matter, neither has the prose passage, except
oak-trees and Frankfurt. And it is this imprecise quality of the prose that makes the
exercise of deriving the poem from it rather a nonsensical one. Doubtless Holderlin
had a particular scene before his eyes, but in his manner of describing it (even in
prose), or even'in his manner of seeing it, the particular scene’s peculiarities are lost
and only general details—woods, gardens, meadows—and a central one—the oak-
trees on the hill, a focal point of the scene—are conveyed. The description has
neither fullness nor precision. If Frankfurt is named it is with something of that
poetic solemnity with which Stuttgart, Tiibingen, or Lindau are named in the
poems. Of course, such a prose passage easily becomes poetry—its details are chosen
as for a poem. But does it become ‘unverkennbar’ ‘Mein Eigentum’? The question
can hardly be asked; wrong criteria are being applied. Not that the poem has moved
unrecognizably far from the ‘original’ prose, but that both, poem and prose, are so
general as hardly to be descriptions of a particular place. Certainly, the poem
cannot be said to derive from a particular, real landscape. The landscape in
Hélderlin’s poem and (but for Frankfurt) the landscape in the letter might have
been almost anywhere in Southern Germany, and if they do resemble one another
that is not surprising, because all Holderlin’s South German landscapes turn out
more or less like that.

The particular landscape that research has established to be the poem’s ‘source’
is fortuitous and pretty well irrelevant. Wherever it was it merely reminded
Holderlin of the typical South German landscape, of an archetypal image that the
peculiarities of particular places never touched.

The landscape of ‘Mein Eigentum’ is summarized in the usual chosen details:
orchard, vineyard, grove of trees, path; and, as usual in Hélderlin’s poetry, these
details, in their starkness, naturally assume symbolic status. And even in the prose
passage the tendency is the same, towards what is typical and symbolic.

Holderlin poeticized landscape while he looked at it. He naturally saw it in
poetic terms—for example, as heroic or idyllic—and he responded immediately to
what was general and typical in it. This tendency grew in him. What was at first a
normal readiness to interpret and idealize landscape according to contemporary,
sentimental conventions (e.g. in ‘Die Tek’) became an instinctive urge to mythicize
it. Having worked out a coherent mythology involving localities he lived in, he then
quite naturally interpreted them according to his myths—in poems like ‘Heidelberg’,
‘Stutgard’, or ‘Heimkunft’.

And the same development (towards, in fact, a total poetic obsession, so that he
lived his poetry’s myths) is apparent in his letters. The letters from Hauptwyl
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describing the Alps are the proof that there never was a ‘prose-description stage’ for
Holderlin: he could not describe prosaically because he never saw the landscape in
any but mytho-poetic terms. In the letters from Hauptwyl the mythicizing of
landscape is already complete, even before ‘Heimkunft’, ‘Unter den Alpen
gesungen’, or ‘Der Rhein’ were written.

Most often, of course, Holderlin celebrates rather than describes the places that
are important to him. The place, Greek or Hesperian, may simply be named, in a
solemn tone that makes the glamorous associations of the name resound
throughout the poem:

Und Ajax liegt
An den Grotten der See,
An Bichen, benachbart dem Skamandros.
(‘Mnemosyne’, lines 37-39, ii,198)

Or:

Man nennet aber diesen den Ister.
(‘Der Ister’, line 21, ii,190)

This, the solemn naming of glamorous places, is a common poetic device, and no
poet has used it to greater effect than Holderlin. His personal commitment to the
places he names and his unrivalled appreciation of their significance entitle him to
celebrate them: they are never trivially used.

But Holderlin’s normal style when celebrating a place is first to name it, and
then briefly to characterize it with a chosen detail. It is in the classical tradition to
characterize places so. In poetry and tragedy a locality is briefly but often very
memorably identified with a short descriptive phrase or simply with an epithet.
Places carry with them their chief associations. For example: Parnassus, its twin
peaks, sacred to Apollo and Dionysus; Dodona, its sacred oak and priests of Zeus;
Mycenae, its gold.

To the Greek places of his world Holderlin attaches, for the most part, the
characteristics and associations that the Greeks themselves established. Thus:

The Maeander — its endless windings
The Nile — its mysterious source
Colonus — its horses

The Cayster — its cranes !

These established characteristics are concisely attached to the place-names. In ‘Der
Adler’ Holderlin writes:

Wo den Schatten der Athos wirft,
Nach Hohlen in Lemnos.
(lines 7-8, ii,229)

From his reading of the classics (perhaps Pliny, Book IV, Chapter 12) or from
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Chandler (4sia Minor, p. 23) or from the curious inset in the map at the back of
Reichard’s version of Choiseul, Holderlin would know that, at the solstice, the
Shadow of Mount Athos reached the market-place of Myrina on Lemnos, eighty-
seven miles away to the east. In classical style he thus identifies Athos by its most
remarkable feature. And similarly Lemnos—by its caves, where the smiths of
Hephaestus worked and where Philoctetes suffered.

In the same classical manner, whether there was an exact classical precedent or
not, Holderlin characterises the Cephissus—plane-trees, olives, myrtles, nightingales,
and swans; Tivoli—elms on the banks of the Anio; Virgil’s grave—laurels;
Cithaeron—fir-trees and vines; Ida—woods and clouds.>?> And so on—there are any
number of examples.

Also in the classical style, with no sense of its being inappropriate, he
characterizes Hesperian places. The significance of this, as a device to bind together
the east and west of his poetic world, has already been discussed.*

Mount Taunus is ‘mit Eichen bekrinzt’; Swabia and Lombardy are ‘von hundert
Bichen durchflossen’; Gascony is remembered as a locality ‘wo viel Gérten sind’.
The Stuttgart region has its fruit-trees along the road, the Neckar its willows and
the red earth of its banks, all Wiirttemberg its cornfields.* To characterize these
well-known localities thus concisely Holderlin has selected still further among those
details already selected as typical and generally characteristic and used in longer
poetic-descriptive passages.

These descriptive phrases may then be further compressed into descriptive
epithets.

Applied to Greek places (with or without an exact classical precedent):

Hymettus — ‘der vielgepriesne’ (‘Die Wanderung’, line 71, ii,140)

Cyprus — ‘die quellenreiche’ (‘Patmos’, line 58, ii,166)
Pactolus  — ‘der goldgeschmiikte’ (ibid., line 35)
Castalia  — ‘bliithenumduftet’ (‘Der Archipelagus’, line 212, ii,109)

Or to Hesperian places (again in the Greek style, deliberately, as discussed in a
previous chapter):

Stuttgart — ‘die gepriesene’ (‘Stutgard’, line 76, ii,88)
Lindau — ‘wellenumrauscht’ (‘Heimkunft’, line 57, ii,98)
Alps — ‘gottlichgebaut’ (‘Der Rhein’, line §$, ii,142)
Heidelberg — ‘landlichschoén’ (‘Heidelberg’, line 4, ii,14)

Heidelberg castle — ‘schiksaalskundig’ (Ibid., line 22)
Bohemian hills — ‘wohlgeschmiedet’ (‘Das Nichste Beste’, line 47 ii,238)

Some of these are direct loan-translations of Greek epithets—‘wohlgeschmiedet’,
‘gottlichgebaut’, ‘wellenumrauscht’, and the others are compounds formed in Greek
style. It should be noted how apt many of them are, how well they serve their
purpose, conveying with maximum economy an essential and typical feature of the
locality: the South German roads lined with fruit-trees, the mixed colours of cherry
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and apple blossom (‘weifblithend und réthlich’ in ‘Die Wanderung’, line 5). Less
able poets, unhappy unless every noun has its adjective but anxious never to be
‘unpoetically’ particular or precise, never go beyond what is obvious. Their
descriptive epithets are nichtssagend. Hills are high, groves are holy, fields are
green.s Holderlin at his best manages the difficult task of compressing into an
epithet or short phrase details that will strikingly convey what is permanent and
typical in the landscape he sees. He grasps what is fundamental and archetypal; his
epithets and descriptive phrases are simple, essential and true, in the best tradition
of the classical poets who were his models.





