




ABSTRACT 

Johann Wolfgang Friedrich von Goethe (1749-1832) studied Homeric epic for 

most his life. He first began to learn Greek in the summer of 1758, at the age of eleven. 

His earliest known readings of the Iliad and Odyssey took place in Strasbourg in the winter 

of 1770-1771. In the summer of 1772, he wrote various reviews of contemporary 

Homeric scholarship for the Frankfurter Gelehrte Anzeigen, as well as a physiognometric 

analysis of a bust of Homer. He translated Pindar's Fifth Olympian Ode in the spring of 

1773. Homeric echoes abound in Die Leiden des Jungen Werthers, published in 1774. 

After his move to Weimar in 1775, Goethe's court duties kept him too busy for 

much classical study, but he did interest himself in the Homer translations of Gottfried 

August Burger and Johann Jakob Bodmer. His first trip to Italy (1786-8), a country he 

identified with the mythical Arcadia, reawakened his interest in the ancient world, inspiring 

him to write Ulysses auf Phaä, later retitled Nausikaa, an unfinished tragedy based on the 

Phaiakian section of the Odyssey.  Versuch eine Homerische dunkle Stelle zu erklären, 

Goethe's first and only piece of serious textual criticism of Homeric epic, was written upon 

his return to Rome from Sicily in 1788. 

His Römische Elegien, written when he came back to Weimar in 1789, display 

considerable Homeric influence. Stimulated by Johann Heinrich Voss' 1794 visit to 

Weimar, he translated the Homeric Hymn to Apollo and passages from the Iliad and 

Odyssey into German hexameters. The following year, Friedrich August Wolf stayed in 

Weimar. His theories on the oral transmission of Homeric epic initially repelled Goethe, 

but ultimately made it possible for him to compose Hermann und Dorothea. 

ii 



Goethe's creative response to the Iliad and Odyssey was typically personal. In 

Homeric epic, he found idealized Arcadian landscape and noble, deeply passionate 

characters. He imported sentimental love into his vision, and integrated into it the 

affectionate nostalgia that informs Hermann und Dorothea, a unique poem in which 

Homeric landscape coalesces into Arcadia and epic and idyll combine. 
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