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kennen, Geschick zu haben, da des Schicksallose, das 
, unsere �S�c�h�w�~�c�h�e� ist. 82 

While the Greek tragic weakness arises out of their inl!.bility to 

comprehend themselves i.e., to define and defend their place in 

the cosmos; the German tragic weakness stems from an inability to 

define and fully comprehend the meaning of that very cosmic force, 

abstracted from nature. Helderlin feels that the Greek hero 

suffers from excessively �i�~�n�e�n�t� pressure from Fate (i.e., Nature 

and the cosmos} 83 to conform to its guidelines or suffer the penalty 

for misinterpretation. The modern tragic figure suffers from his 

inability to clarify his relationship with a nebulous Fate weakened 

by its abstraction in the conscience. �H�~�l�d�e�r�l�i�n�'�s� distinction 

is not a denial of fate in modern tragedy. It is a clarification 

of the role of Fate in man's life which is consistent with the 

development and sophisticated complication of �h�u�m�~� comprehension. 

In keeptng with this development, modern poetical �i�m�~�g�e�r�y� tends to 

be far more abstract. 

�H�~�l�d�e�r�l�i�n� thus ends his Anmerkungen zur �A�n�t�i�g�o�n�~� on an 

interpretative note. The value of analyzing the plays of ancient 

Greece and especially of Sophocles lies in the resultant light cast 

upon modern society when contrasted �n�t�h�,�\�l�;�h�e�o�m�o�;�~�r�e�s� ,.an«LxaJ,JJ;es:oo:t' -:<meient 

Greece. H@lderlin1 s ability to interpret the plays of Sophocles 

and relate them to his own milieu gave them a new degree of esteem 

as classics for all times. The thought behind the form came alive 

again when applied to a new situation, as we shall see in the 

·Anmerkungen to the Oedipus. 
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rne problem of equality of ideals, which HUderlin considers 

~entral to his interpretation ofthe Antigone, represents a modern 

Lnfluenee in H6lderlin1 s thought. The cry of the French revolution 

1ad been fLiberte, Fraternite, et Equaliten, Equality was a major 

~enet of the Enlightenment.era, although usually interpreted as 
84 

~olera.nce. H6lderlin1 s intimate relationship with the forment 

1urrounding conflict:i,ng liberal ideas certainly must have bad S(lme 

,rrect on his work with Sophocles. Another, more literary, ia

'luenoe on Hf!lderlin' s thinking in this al'ea may have ste!ll!lled from 

:he cor.t'licts prevalent in historical dramas performed on the 

feimar stage during this ~riod; e.g., Schiller's Maria Stuart. 

rallenstein and Wilhelm .Tell. 

Hl!llderlin feels that the equality of Antigone's and Creon's 

.deals was consistent with the national situation of Athens in the 

'ourth Century B.c. Sophoclesfl ability to recreate this contemporary 

:ituation in &r.l'lexeiting dramatic plot was most cherished by 

Olderlin. Holderlin saw a great value in the nationalistic eon

erns of Attie drama as exempla for the oontemporary. German stage. 

he rise of the Bti!'ger class in Germany created a more oompiex a11d 

ense balance of powf;)r and claims in the contemporary world. Schiller 
84 

.ad masterfully idealized these problems in his dramas; H~lderlin 

ought to analyze situations in the plays of Sophocles. 

l'lOlderlin begins Ms Anmerlru!3e;en to Oedipus Tfra.nnus in much 

he same reflective tone as that in which he ended his Anmerknngen 

o the Antigone: 

~s wird gut sein, um den Dlehtern, aueh bei uns, eine 
bllrgerliche Existenz zu sichern, wenn man die Poesie, 
auch bei uns, den Untersehied der Zeiten fJ!f Verf'assungen 
abgerechnet, zu~nxdv~ der Alten erhebt. 
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As we nave repeatedly seen, H!!>lderlin considers one of a poet's 

major roles to be a man of his times. He must be a genuine repre

sentative of the prevailing world view (bargerlich) with the fore

sight to comprehend the possibility of change and conflict. He 
must have. the pnx~vn, the skill tofform a viable plot as§ vehicle 

for expressing a universal problem. Such problems are most often 

concretized in political forms, dependent upon the temporal circum

stances.. It is this change in time which affects the external mQ-lli

festations of a general problem. 

lvhile the Greeks conceived of their political, physical and 

moral conduct as a unity under the dual aegis of reLigious and' 

secular mores, the modern Germans had become s, departmentalized 

in their conceptualization of the role of Church and State in their 

lives.. Wallenstein acted in accord with his perssnal evaluation 

of a political situation. He was not compelled to act by a religious 

taboo as was Antigone, .or by ethical considerations as was Oedipus. 

His ·lack of political power caused his destruction, but, like the 

Greek hero,, Wallenstein accepts the inevitable eonsequences of his 

action. His attempted coup was unworkable in the given objective 

order and had to be avenged. Helderlin :~;~raised a drama such as 

Wallenstein for its ability to realistically recreate such problems 

in a modern context; he valued the ancient drama more, however, 

for its ability to present such complex problems as the relative 

value of claims in the context of a cohesive whole (~®S Ganze M), 

not merely on a level of human willfulness. 

H!!llderlin prefaces his analysis of the Oedipus Ty;rannos 
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with an explanation of the Greek rules for constructing a plot to 

convey this totalccohesion of life. The major feature of these 
86 

rules is "Zuverlassigkeit", \dependability. Greek tragedy '.'tas 

developed around a set of guidelines which enhanced the dramatic 

effect without becoming fosselized. These guidelines were not 

formalized until Aristotle, a century later, wrot~ his major 
.. 87 

treatise The Poetics using Sophocles as his Paradigmatic model. 
~-· 

The rules of good dramatic form, however, were handed down from 

generation to generation in much the samw way as the epic 

formulae were transmitted orally until written down after the time 

of Homer. Such traditions did not exclude the possibility of 
88 

creativity as the treatment of the Electra theme verifies. 

H5lderlin laments the lack of this traditionfl.1 dependability 

in modern drama" 

Auch andern Kunstwerken fehlt, mit den griechischen 
verglichen, die ZuverlAssigkeit; wenigatens sind sie 
bis ist mehr nach EindrO.cken beurteilt worden, die sie 
machen, als nach ihrem gesetzlichen Kalkul und $Onstiger 
Verfaheungaart, wodurch das Sch5ne hervorgebracht wird. 
Der modernen Roesie fehlt es aber besonders an der 
Syhule und ~ Handwerk~!Bigen, daB nAmlich ihre Verfah
rungsart berechnet und gelehrt, und wenn sie gelernt 1st, 
in der Auattbung innner zuverl!lssig wiederholt werden 
kann. M&i hat, unter Menschen, bei jedem Dinge, vor 
allem darauf zu sehen, .daB es. etwas ist, daB die Art; 
wie es bedingt ist, bes:timmt lind gelernet werden kann, 

. Deswegen und aus h~herllln Grtmden b.edArf die Poesie 
besonders gicherer und charakterischer Prinzipien und 
Schranken. 9 , . · . 

H5lderlin employs a peculiar phrase ~gesetzlichen Kalkul" to 

describe the viable guidelines which give structure and impetus 

to the development of plot. These rules or guidelines are impor

tant in their place. They are only tools or means by which the 
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overall meaning or. the action should be enhanced. Thus, H6lderlin 

supports the theory of clas·sical form but agrees ld th Lessing in 

the subord,ination of form to meaning. He understands that leeway 

must be granted for the inherent.changes in SQ?ial attitudes. 

Within such a flexible structure, E6lderlin maintains that the 

con~ents must form a cohesive entity in such a ~a~ that "der 

lebendige Sinn, der nicht berechnet warden 

laben Gesetze in Beziehung gebracht wird•. 

k'illi ~ j 

90 
mit dem kalku-

H6lderlin apparently felt that the art of poetry could be. 
' 

learned. A poet must have some lyric inclinations, but pl'~o'tide 

can perfect his craft. All H6lderlin wants in the finished· 
,/ 
' dramatic package is a real sense of "Gleichgew:I.cht•, i.e.; an•I 

inner l?.&~iili5cy which gives true form to the action. H6lderlin 

expresses in this term his concepti.:~n of Wirle~eltflfum 1 S classical 

ideal of "edle Einfalt und stille.GroBe". Drama as a depiction 

of nature possesses great diver13.ity within a ,subtle order. 

H!Hderlin esteemed Sophocles for his ability to recreate 

the subt1ities of reality faithfully~ H6lderlin himself employs 

just such·a subtle order in his treatment of the two plays. 

Both Anmerkungen rorm triads. 'rhe first section deals with 

general poetic structure. The second part treats the specific 

problem of the plays, and the third returns to more general observa

tions abcmt drama. I have passed overt'!:he metrical analysis of 

both plays here for I do not consider it my area within my com

petency att phis time, Let it suffice at this point to say that 

H6lderlin considered metrics an invaluable tool for expressing the 

meaning of the play. 



HI.'Jlderlin, I believe, interprets Oedipus Tyrannus as a 

play about understanding and self-comprehension. He begins his 

analysis of the play by stating that comprehension of the plAy 

as a whole rests in the audience's ability to understand the 

scene in which Oedipus continually aludes to the oracle in his 

attempt to rid the city of its curse. Creon explains the order 

of the oracle: 

Geboten hat uns Ph~bus klar, der K6nig, 
Man soll des Landes Schmach, auf diesem Grund ~nAhrt; 
Verfolgen, nicht Unheilbares ern!hren (95•97) 91 

HI.'Jlderlin realizes the ambiguity of the oracular pronouncements 

and feels this oracle could be interpreted as an order, to maintain 

a strong and pure court of law and good social stability. Oedipus, 

however, in his role as priest-king, interprets it ritualistically

"Durch welche Reinigung? welche Unglftck ists?"(98) After Creon 

explains that the measure to be taken must be banishment or 

death, Oedipus becomes even more particular in his queries, asking 

if the oracle identified the man. Creon replies evasively: . 
Uns war, o Kenig, Lajos vormals Herr 
In diesm Land, eh du die Stadt gelenket. 

92 
(103-102} 

He relates the story of Laius' death to the curse of the city, 

a relationship which H61derlin notes is not an expected or 

necessary one. The relationship made in the response seems to 

~rouse a natural curiosity in Oedipus. Sophocles, in this scene, 

gives Oedipus the first clue for solving the murder mystery. In 

the following scene with Teiresias, H~lderlin peculiarly describes 

Oedipus as -~·alles wissend" in his pronouncement of the curse on 

the murderer. 93 Perhaps H61derlin means that Oedipus has full 

cognizance of the details oft the oracle, not the total significance 



OJ. its message for himself. I think this interpretation 

is supported by Htllderlin's observation on the dialogue 

w1th Teireoias: 

die wunderbare zornige Ireugier, weil das 
Wissen, wenn es seine Schranlce durchrissen 
hat, wie trunken in se:L1er herrlichen 
harmoniache wissen, al;;; e:a trs.gEcm odex' 
fessen kann. 94 · 

The characteristic need of the tragic hero to exceed 

his hunan limitations entices him to discover the full 

ramifications of his superficially complete knowledge. 

Such is the case with Oedipus and the oracle. Oedipus 

• • . i ~ b ~ h" t possesses a a ]lap;~ a an J.nconlLs oency e ;,ween J.S na mre 

and the conditions of his milieu. Teiresis, the symbol of 

div:l.ne reconeiliation, is the spark which really ignites 

Oedipus• tragic wrr.,th, This wrath is merely the total 

immersion of the tragic figure into his dominating harmon-

124. 

ious ide<tl of seJ,f-dulfillment and ht?J.rangue with the oosmos 

which always rem['.:i.ns steadfas-t, The real flow in the drllllla 

is impersonal. l 0G lj_es in the stubborn failure of the 

dra;ns.tic context to adllliit even the partial validity of ideal:E 

based not in the dramatic objective but in the order of the 

divine Sp2-rk. 

Rtllderlin unfortunately loses much of the ironic tine 
96 

of the sight imagery :i.n this scene, a. device which gives 

lll!lazing depth to Sophocles• portrayal of the search for 

self-knowledge. H5luerlin merely uses the ver) "wissen" 
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for M.s translation of sight verbs, Although the :i.J:nage 

of sight is almost universally iruplicit·in verbs of 

knowing, HBlderlin consciously se;:rms to be spelling 

out the concretization of Sophocles' imagery. 

Htlldorlin consicl ers the next scene with Jocasta 

in Oedipus as subtle pause in Oedipus' search for 

self~knowledge. Jocaste.t s attempt to assuage Oedipus • 

fee.r of murdering his father is subtly el-tploi ted by 

Sophocles to serve as an impetus to Dedi pur::' curiosity. 

She achieves the opposite of the effect intended for she 

awakens his awareness of a "mi tleidsvrerte naive 

Irrtum". This tragict:pauS"e is short lived for Oedipus 

is confronted with another interogation with the 

Messenger. 

,/ 
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The dialogue.between Oedipus and the messenger comes at 

the beginning of,the second half of the play as H6lderlin sees 

it. This verbal banter serves as an impetus· to evoke the · 

true nobility of Oedipus' motives. From now on in the play, 

Oedipus is acting, not as the king of Thebes, but as a man 

determined to clarify his own identity. He throws off the 

mantle of royal concerns and accepts the burden of self-knowledge. 

Oedipus fretfully boasts to Jocasta: 

Wohlan! wer sollte nun, o Weib, noch einmal 
Den prophezeienden Herd befragen, oder 
Von eben schreiend die V6gel? deren Sinn nach 
Ich t8ten sollte meinen Vater, der 
Gestorben schlummert unter dar Erde; hier aber 
Bin ich und rein 1st maine Lanza, wenn er anders. 
Im Trauma nicht umkam, von mir; zugleich nahm er auch 
Die heutigen Sehersprfiche mit, und liegt nun · 
Im Hades, Polybos, nicht waiter gUltig. (964-72) 97 

Oedipus' attempt to deny his invoavement in the death of his 

supposed father, Polybos, is tainted by a significant phrase 

"wenn er and ers Im Trauma nicht umkam, von mir 11 • Oedipus has 

not yet "sich fassen zu k8nnen 11 • His self doubts are reflected 

in the loophole of the dream. Such behavior is quite natural 

for anyone who is experiencing what H6lderlin calls Oedipus' 

"desparate struggle, degrading, almost shameless striving, and 

foolishly wild longing"98for a genuine self-concept. The "naive 

mistake" of Oedipus had to be rectified in both the objective 

and cosmic orders• He has sought answers from divine oracles 

and human witnesses to no avail. Oedipus, armed with much 

knowledge, is still beset by doubts. Sophocles has portrayed a 

character of genuine human depth and complexity in Oedipus. 

The mere thought of an intential defilement of his shreaded 
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: self-image by patricide is almost too much for Oedipus. 
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il61derlin shows his sensitivity to Oedipus' plight in his 

description qf the mood in this section of the. play a 11geisteskrank". 

This term of spiritual illness or mental aberration is a peculiar 

epithet to attribute to a. figure in a classical play. H6lderlin 

obviously was influenced in his choice of words by the prevalence 

of this term in Romantic literature of the late 18th and early 

19th century Germany.99 H61derlin's personal battle with insanity 

adds even more depth to his understanding of Oedipus' anguish. 

H81derlin passes over the problem of the>6racles 1 validity. 

He apparently felt that the doubts o~.Jocasta and Oedipus were 

the natural manifestations of human fear in a perilous situation. 

It is strange that H8lder11n, who praises Sophocles for being a man 

of his times, fails to observe the connection between the question

ing of the oracles in 5th Century Athens and the challenge posed· 

to organizedreligion in Greece by the Enlightenment in 18th century 

Germany. There are a~~ing parallels in both situations: both 

cultures were beset by the problems of martial turmoil- the Peloponnesian 

war and the rash of wars for national independence, - by the new 

awareness in the power of the individual, and by a radical change 

in life style, caused by war or economic conditions. Perhaps 

H81derlin did not feel the situations were similar enough to warrant 

comparison along these lines. 

H8lderlin 1s final observation in this section of the Anmerkungen 

concerns Oedipus' famous claim that Fortune was his mother; 

Was soll, das breche. Main Geschlechte will ich, 
Seis auch gering, doch will ich es erfahren. 
Mit liecqt ist sie, denn Weiber denken groB, 



· Ob meiner niedrigen Geburt beschMmt. 
Ich :will aber, als Sohn des Glt1cks mich haltend, 
Des wohlbegabten, nicht verunehrt warden. 
Denn dies ist maine Mutter. Und klein und groB 
Umfingen mich die mitgebornan Monde. 

128. 

Und so erzeugt, will ich nicht ausgehn, so, 
So daB ich nicht ganz, ~as ich bin, erforschte. (1095-1104) 

Oedipus casts his fate to the winds and will accept ~hatever the 
·,1;. 

truth is concerning his origin. H8lderlin comments that the 

emotional outburst by this ''allessuchende, allesdeutend~" 
J: 
~~ character manifests the complexity of his spirit~ Oedipus 

rises to the heights of abstraction in claiming Tuche -'lgluck" 

or "Luck" - as his mother in the very same breath that he plummets 

to the depths of the aphoristic speech of common servants -

"Was soll, das breche". H6lderlin masterfully translates this 

passage into German without losing the spirit of Sophocles' 

brilliant intermingling of mundane diction with sublime imagery. 

Both poets successfully capture the divine and human nature of 

the total person, Oedipus. The tragic hero, for H6lderlin, 

embodies the idealization of man in the fullness of his paradoc• 

ical nature as a being of and above the world of every day 

reality. 

As he did in the Anmerkungen to the Antigone, Htlld~rlin 

devotes the third section to a discussion of the portrayal of 

a tragedy; 

Die ~rstellung des Tragischen beruht vorz1iglich 
darauf, daB das Ungeheure, wie der Gott und Mensch sich· 
paart, und geenzenlos die Naturmacht und des Menschen

101 Innerstes 1m Zorn eins wird, dadruch sich begreift, 
daB das grenzenloser Einesweraen durch Grenzenloses 
scheiden sich reiniget. 

Tragedy is best d1ipicted in the marvelous unifying of god 
·~l, 

••• 

100 
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and man in the unrestricted fusion of the power of nature and 

man's innermost being in wrath, This wrath is a manifestation 

of this unlimited.unifio\ltion's purification by means of total 

separation. Once again Halderlin's comments have become very 

elliptical. I think what he is trying to say is that the 
'' 

process of reconciliation for a tragic hero with the cosmic order 

can only be achieved in death. The process must be a total 

severing of ties with every aspect of life as it was really 

experienced. The role of wrath as the catalyst in this pro

cedure can be understood more clearly if ·we recall H6lderlin 1s 

term 11aorgisch". The tragic hero has this supranatural drive or 

instinct to transcend the limits of the objective order in the 

world by mysteriously uniting with the incomprehensible forces 

of Nature. Man possesses the paradoxical need and ability to 

break out of his self-imposed limitations. The pain and suffering 

,resulting from this breakthrough is clearly depicted in the plot 

of a trf4gedy. 

The Greek quote which ends this observation by H~lderlin 

is also very strange. It seems to be a paraphrase of the quote by 

'L'heophrastus • LiterallY}- it means "the scribe of nature was 

the one to break off the well-intensioned reed~ Perhaps H6lderlin 

means that God .or the Cosllos is the ultimate judge of a tragic 

character's action just as He is th~ original source of his life. 

The tragic hero must overcome several obstacles to attain 

his final harmony with the cosmic order. The chorus and the 

dialogue .with the other characters present the greatest obstacles 



-- --~~- .. ----- -------·-

to the hero. H81derlin feels that the chorus and other 

characters are too pure or simplistic. Xhe one•sideness of a 

given character is usually cancelled by an opposite effect in 

another character. The chorus, as we have seen, is capable of 

attaining a limited version of all-encompassing harmony. It 

expresses emotions of complaint, joy, religiosity, and 

pius perjury and most important of all, compassion. Thus the 

chorus serves as an exponent of the prevailing mood in a given 

scene of the play. HBlderlin compares this predetermining role 

of the chorus to that of a judge in a trial of a heretic. 

There is no leeway for the tragic character to unite with the 

cosmic order as long as he is under the jurisdiction of the 

objective order. 

H8lderlin maintains that the tragic figure forgets himself 

and the 11Gott", his divine spark. He must, in a sense, betray 

his humanity for the sake of his role in the comic order. He 

must go against his 11 Gott", only in so far as it is conditioned 

by its .relation to the objective order. As Htllderlin says, 

"In dar YuBersten Grenze des Leidens bestehet rutmlich nichts 

mehr, als die Bedingungen der Zeit oder des Raums." Time and 

space are transitory aspects of reality. The tragic hero forgets 

his share in these effemeral conditions because he is suspended 

in an animated moment, in his ideal. The essence of genuine 

tragedy is manis attempt and failure to reconcile his isolated 

ideal or philosophy of life to the transient conditions of life. 

Haemon in the Antigone and Oedipus in the middle of Oedipus 

Tyrann.os represent two examples of men trapped in the incon

gruency .of life and ideal. Haemon says that he will be faithful 
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to his f_ather Creon. When Haemon realizes that his father 

will not heed his pleas for reason, his love for Antigone and 

her ideal force him to betray his father's confidence. Haemon 

must suffer because of his failure to convert Creon to his way 

of thinking. Creon is too caught up at this point with-the 

prevailing mood, his own authority. Oedipus suffers a similar 

betrayal at the hands of the shepherd. The oracle had shown 

that Oedipus 1 birth was untimely. Contrary to orders, to leave 

him in the mountains to die, the servant yields to his simple 

ideal of the value of life and saves the child. Thus, from the 

very beginning Oedipus' whole existence has been at odds with 

the objective order. 

In summary, H~lderlin 1 s interpretation of Sophocles expounded 

in his Anmerkungen to Oedipus Tyrannos and Antigone assumes 

two levels. First, he treats the plays as part of the dramatic 

genre in which the conflict of time and character is developed 

and resolved in an artistic, harmonious unit. The Dialogue, 

chorus and major characters all contribute to the portrayal 

of universeal themes on the concrete level as they attempt 

to resolve the dialectic conflict. Secondly, he analyzes the 

concept of the tragic hero. H~lderlin considers the basic 

problems of the Greek tragic character to be "sieh fassen zu 

kllnnen11 • Just as the drama of the Greeks was an organic whole 

in which the religious, political and social problems of the 

day were integrally related, so the character of the Greek hero 

was totally incorporated into an ideal ( e.g. Truth of Self for 

Oedipus and Unwritten laws for Antigone). The development of 
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the Greek figure depended upon his reconciliation of this ideal 

with the total milieu of his time in reality. Tragedy arises 

out of the impossibility of this task. Sophocles' unique ability 

to blend these two aspects of tragic drama moved H6lderlin to 

make a final judgement of Sophocles as a Man of his times: 

Sophokles hat Recht. Es ist dies Schicksal seiner 
Zeit und Form seine Vaterland.es. Mann kann wohl 
idealisieren, z.B.o'den besten Moment wtihlen, aber die 
vaterl§ndischen Vorstellungsarten dttrfen, wenigstens 
der Unterordnung nach, vom Dichter, der die Welt im 
verringerten MaBstab .darstellt, nicht ver§ndert 
warden. Fllr un ist eine solche Form gerade tauglich, 
wail das Unendliche, wie der Geist dar Staaten und 
der Welt, ohnehin nicht anders, als aus linkerischem 
Gesichtspunkt kann gefaBt warden. Die vaterlHndischen 
Forman wijserer Dichter, wo solche sind, sind aber 
nennoch vorzuzi hen, wail solche nicht bloB da sind, 
um den Geist der Zeit verstehen zu lernen, sondern 
ihn festzuhalten, wenn er einmal begriffen und gelernt 
ist. 102 

Sophocles was right for his time but his greater value lies in 

his ability to be right for the future generations of mankind 

who are plagued by basically the same problems. Each succeeding 

age seems to be gifted with men who gain deep irisights into 

the plays of Sophocles. Freidrich H61derlin was just such a 

man in the Germany of the Klassik-Romantik period. H61derlin 

was able to interpret the valuable meaning as well as the form 

of Sophocles for the benefit of his era. The influence of 

Sophocles on H~lderlin is best summarized in the 

dedicated to Sophocles: 

Viele versuchten umsonst, das Fraudigste freudig 
zu sagen. Hier spricht endlich es mir, hier in 
dar Trauer sich aus. 103 
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CONCLUSION 

The influence of Sophocles upon the literature and drama

tic theory in the Klassik-Romantik era was indirect but quite 

significant. Sophocles' plays were used as models for various 

types of modern drama. Each German cl'itic or dramatist t-1as 

able to extract a particular principle of dramatic technique 

from the art of Sophocles and apply it to his own work. Lessing 

considered SophOcles a master of aesthetic portrayal of pain 

for the dual purpose of arousing emotions and eliciting moral 

awareness in the audience Sophocles achieved this dual goal by 

synthesizing the most sublime ideals with a most naturally con

structed plot. His characters were able to become symbols of 

a theme or ideal; but only after they had expel'ienced a tragic 

situation with all the intensity of true human emotion. Wieland 

considered Sophocles the embodiment of the Golden Age of Pericles, 

and H8lderlin viewed him as a man of his time. 

Holderlint s interpretation o£ Sophocles as a poet of re

conciliation is significant on two levels. First, Sophocles 

was held up to the Romantics as an ideal for which they could 

strive (but never attain). H81derlin experienced the frustra

tion of the Romantics in his own lii:e as he grappled with in• 

sanity. I am inclined to believe that H8lderlin was using his 

translations and analysis of Sophocles as the last straw in his 

futile grasp for reconciliation with the reality of life. H81der

lin's own lyric and dramatic abilities were given a new impetus 

to achieve the heights o£ Sophocles by this urge for survival. 



fl81derlin' s intensity and creative spit>!t allowed him to rise 

above the abyss oT empty ~ormalism and to crystalize the 

ambivalent and complex spi.r.it o:f' the emerging Romantic el"a .. 

Goethe end Schille:r,as well as the Schlegel brcthevs, 

Friedrich end August Wilhelm looked upon Sophocles as a !l!Odel 

of Hru>mony. While Hl31derlin considered Sophoclean Ha:rmony 

as the goal of an evolving dramatic and creative process• 

Goethe and Schillel" viewed it as a completed~ synthesised 

dramatic whole. These two al"tists WE!l"e l!lble to achieve a 

synthesis o:f' .fol"m and meaning unparalleled in Gevman litet>ary 

or dramatic history. Al.thougb they viewed Sopb.oclea• worl!: 

as a coraposite whole• Goetb.e and Schiller tollowed b:il!l as a 

creative and .nol~ a static model. Schiller, for example dealt 

with histovical themes and plots but developed the subtle 

intricacies of his ebaracterizationa to a degree equal· to that 

of Sophocles or Shakespeare. Both Goethe ttnd Schiller, howevel'• 

fell short in tbeil• tttte~ts to l'eereate "classical drQillB.". 

Schillerts l5,te Braut von ~es~~;ina (180.3) was an lilttempt to in• 

traduce Stl'iet classical .form with a chorus and an oraele toep

resenting the elelll$nt of Fate9 The play is .far too cont:rived 

to appeal to the consciences of' modern aud1.enees, though it 

was well accepted by German Uni'lfflrsity students. Goethe and 

Sehillo:r learned fl'o:m expt»'ience that the only way to apptoech.te 

Sophocles and make h~ a part of tnema~lves was to analyze his 

wo:rk for the spirit of. truth which Lessing t'ouhd in Sophocles, 

a man or his time. 



1.35. 

Four main points have emerged from m:y study of' the Gel'I!lan 

criticism of Sophocles: 

1. Sophocles was a model of excellence for the G·ermans 
because of his ability to synthesize ideals and. reality 
in the genre of' drama.• 

2. Sophocles was a man of his time who could reflect upon 
the conflicts of his age and raise them to a universal 
level of applicability and.reflection. 

3· Sophocles a personal model of total harmony in all 
aspects of life: political, social, religious and 
ethical. 

~ • Sophocl.es v1as a poet and a dramatist with whom the 
Germany of the Klassik-Roma.ntik era could identify 
because of Dionysiao naturalness and Apollonian 
formalism in his plays_. 

,. 

Sophocles was a poet cif'' great eminence in an age o:f pro-

found achievement. He was able to reflect on the dying values 

of heroic ideals, face the conflicts of the present and look 

forward in liope.:.to :the.3promise of the future despite the obvious 

signs of decay. Soplioclest ability to coalesce these three as

pects of the human condition in himself and his work made him a 

natural favorite of the entire period of Klassik•Romantik litera

ture. The Enlightenment era looked back to previous ages for its 

origins and sources of inspiration. Lessing chose to examine 

the root.s of' drama in Aristotle and Sophocles. The Stul'Ill und 

Drapg era and its grooring counterpart, the Classical Age 1 

atten~ted in their peculiar and opposite ways to find a solution 

to the conflicts of the human spirit. Goethe and Schiller both 

expressed the spirit of these movements in their literature. The 

Romantic Move~mnt· looked .forward to the dis:ma.J. future with a 

feeling of frustration but also with a ray o:f transcendent hope. 



H8lderlin embodies the spirit of this particular era. 

The most significant conclusion which can be justifiably 

drawn from my investigation of Sophoclean influence in the German 

literature of the 18th and 19th century is that there exists a 

definite de<7'ee of parallelism between the time and works of 

Sophocles and the various trends, Apollonian and D1onysiac, which 

prevailed during this period in Germany. The Germans• ability 

to translate the form, meaning and spirit of Sophocles· into 

their own milieu without destroying or distorting his essentially 

unique qualities bears witness to the genius of their age and 

the general claim that Sophocles is a "possession for all ages'; 
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APPENDIX I - DATES :B'OR THE ANTIGONE 

lst production of the Antigone of Sophocles in Athens 

lst printing of Antigone 1502 in Venice; 1522 in 

Florence; 1533 in Paris, 151.V.~ in Frankfurt am 

Main, 1547 in Bern, 1579 in .ll.ntwerp 

1st German edition under the title: Des Griechischen 
Tragodienschrle'bers Sophoclis Antigone, deutsch 
gegeben durch Martinium Opitium, Dantzig, gedruckt 
bei Andreum Huenefeld Bucbhandler in 1636 Opitz 
sai.d that one could learn 11ein gutes Schicksal 
sich zu srhalten und ein ungunstiges mit ruhigem 
und aufrechtem Geiste zu ertragen." 

1760 '"- 1920 90 different translations of the Antigone in German 

.,,,li:.all of 1803 Holderlin' s translation ready for print 

180L~ 

1808 

1841 

1917 

26 June 
1918 

1942 

15 Feb. 
19h8 

Holderlin 1 s translations of Oedipus Tyrannus and 
Antigone appear, published by Friedrich ivilman 

1st German production of Anti~one as translated by 
Friearieh Rochlitz and directed by Goethe 

lst significant stage production of Antigone,directed 
by Ludwig Tieck, on 28 Oct. in New Palace, Potsdam 
1839 (translation by Jacob Christian Donner. 11us1c 
by Felix Mendelssohn) 

Antigone, tragedy in five acts by Walter Hasenclever 
In Berlin 

lst production of Holderlin's translation in Zurich 

Antigone by Jean Anouilh 

Production of Antigone translated by Bertolt Brecht 



139. 
Appendix II: Comparison of Chorus in Oedipus Colonus(668-94) 

GERHAN 

In des pferdereichen Landes 
Trefflichen H6fen, 
Auf Koilionos weiBem Boden 
_Bist du angekommen, 
o Fremdling dieser Gegend, 
Wo durchdringend klagt 
-Die wiederkehrende Nachtigall 
Unter grttnem Buschwald, 
'Uberw6lbt von dunklem Efeu·, 
Und von des Gottes unzug§nglichem 
Geblfitter, 
Dem frtlchtevollen; sonnenlosen, 
Keinem Sturme bewegten. 
Wo immerhin der baccantische 
Dionys einhergeht, · 
WohnenC! unter den. g6t tlichen 
Ntlhrerinnen9 . · ·. 
Wo immerhin vom himmlischen Duft 
Die sch6ntraub:!)gte Narzisse 
Aufw!chst, von'Tag zu T&g, 
Der groBen G6ttinnen"' ' 
Uralter Kranz, •· 
Und der go!ldglfinzende Krokus. 
Noch mind ern sich die . schlummerlosen. 
Quellen, 

. Die in Wasser d.es (iephissus sich teilent 
Sondern immer und t!lglich 

• 

Kommt der schnellerzeugende fiber die Felder, 
Mit reinen Regengfissen 
fiber die Brust dar Erde. 
Auch hassen _die Ch6re der Musen es nicht, 
Und nicht die goldene Aphrodite. 

; ' 
.,-. 

ENGLISH 

The land BeloVed of horsemen, fair 
Colonus takes a guest; 

· He shall not seek another home, 
For this; in. all the earth and air 
is most secure and lovliest. 
In the godisuntrodden·vale 
where leaves and berries throng, 
and wine-dark ivy climbs the bough, 
the sweet, sojourning nightingale 
Murmurs all day long. 
No sun nor wind may enter .there 
Nor the winter's rain; 
But ever through the shadow goes 
Dionysus reveler, 
Immortal maenads in his train. 
Here with drops of heaven's dews 
at daybreak all the year, 
The clusters of narcissus bloom, · 

Ti.l!l.e-hallowed garlands for 
the brows 

Of those great ladies whom 
we fear. 

The crocus like a little sun 
Blooms with its yellow ray; 
The river's fountains are 

awake, 
And his nomadic streams 

that run 
-Unthinned forever, and never 

stay; 
But like perpetual lovers move 
on the maternal land. 
And here the choiring Muses 

come, 
And the divinity of love 
with the gold reins in her hand. 



Appendix II (cont.) 

This Chorus stems from the year 1796. It is earlier than the 

ode "Per Tod fUrs Vaterlands which immediately follows in the 

Manuscript. H8lderlin only translates the first Strophe and 

Antistrophe of the ode, He is far more faitnful to the lyric 

beauty of Sophocles' Greek than is Robert Fitzgerald in his . 

English version for two possible reasons. First, H6lderlin was 

a lyric poet of the first rank who always attempted to capture 

the fl!lvor as well as the meaning of the original Greek. Secondly, 

the vitality of the German language with its frequent use of present 

participles, enhances the possibility of grasping both the form· 

and the meaning of the Greek. H6lderlin, however, as a man of 

his own time, had to alter the form somewhat. Kohlhammer observes 

that H6lderlin does not adhere to the original word order too 
lt 

strictly. For example, the address is switched from the first 

to the fifth verse. Other changes include a change of syntax which 

becomes a bit more syntactical rather than imitating paratactical 

combination of the Greek. H6lderlin also utilizes anaphora more 

frequently than does Sophocles ( ) •. such external metrical 

divices are more common in the German. Sophocles, on the other hand, 

relies more heavily on internal rhyme as a cohesive element. in 

his poetry. All these differences may simply be a sign of the 

unintentional and underlying difference between naive and sentimental 

poets. 
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