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Student worksheet

Weimar Classicism
Character Cards

Wieland


I was a German poet who helped to restart German literary achievement



I translated some of Shakespeare‟s plays into German



I thought of the theatre as a way to influence people‟s thoughts and manners



I became a professor of philosophy at Erfurt University



I studied the classical world



Then I became tutor to the sons of Duchess Anna-Amalia at the court in Weimar



I thought history and education were very important



I founded a literary criticism magazine and wrote satire, novels, prose and poems



Although, I studied French thinking, I criticised the violence of the French Revolution



I am regarded as one of the giants of German classical culture

Herder


I was a philosopher and political thinker who regarded education as very important
to progress



I was also a literary critic and writer of essays and poems, including on
Shakespeare



I became General-superintendent at the court of Weimar with the help of Goethe



I controversially supported the French Revolution



I regarded history (real life stories) as vital to understanding the present



I was very proud of German history



I studied language and cultural traditions, which I thought defined „a people‟



I decided that all „the people‟ in a state were to be thought of as equal to each other



I travelled Europe and this inspired my writing



I regarded “love, light and life” as vital to being human and tolerant
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Goethe


I was a poet, novelist and playwright, and I wrote one of Europe‟s first „bestseller‟
novels



As a philosopher, I believed each individual had a responsibility to educate and
improve him or herself



I was also a famous scientist of anatomy, botany, colour and other natural sciences



In addition, I was a member of the privy council of the court of Weimar and chief
adviser to the Duke



In Weimar I worked hard to organise e.g. parks, road-building, defence and theatres



I organised Germany‟s first ever „Shakespeare Day‟



I travelled Europe and this inspired my writing



I painted, drew and designed buildings



I was aware that I was a genius and was helping shape a new age of thinking



I was a professor at the University of Jena



Napoleon asked to meet me and described me as one of the greatest men who
ever lived



I was one of the key creators of German classicism (more on that later! )



I was passionate about what it meant to be human and communicated widely with
others who were

Schiller


I was a poet and playwright who had originally trained as a doctor



I was made Professor of history and philosophy at Jena University



I was fascinated by what made men free – inner freedom, or social and political
structures in society?



When I moved to Weimar, I founded the Weimar theatre with Goethe



I was regarded, with Goethe, as the centre of Weimar theatre and re-newer of
drama in Germany



I thought that beauty made people better people and must be part of education



I admired French thinkers, but was opposed to the violence of the French
Revolution



I have been described as the European playwright second only to Shakespeare



After my death, Beethoven used a poem by me in his 9 Symphony



I was passionate about what it meant to be human

th
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Some quotes from our 4 Weimar ‘giants’
“Mankind is made great or little by its own will.” – Schiller
“Freedom can occur only through education.” – Schiller
“He who has done his best for his own time has lived for all time.” – Schiller
“It does not prove a thing to be right because the majority say it is so.” – Schiller
“Peace is rarely denied to the peaceful.” – Schiller
“If you treat an individual as he is, he will remain how he is. But if you treat him as if he
were what he ought to be and could be, he will become what he ought to be and could
be.” – Goethe
“A man should hear a little music, read a little poetry, and see a fine picture every day of
his life, in order that worldly cares may not obliterate the sense of the beautiful which
God has implanted in the human soul.” – Goethe
“As soon as you trust yourself, you will know how to live.” – Goethe
By seeking and blundering we learn.” – Goethe
“You can easily judge the character of a man by how he treats those who can do
nothing for him.” – Goethe
“Life belongs to the living, and he who lives must be prepared for changes” – Goethe
“The people need a master only as long as they have no understanding of their own.
The more it acquires understanding, the more the government is bound to change its
methods and to disappear. The most noble end of government is to become
dispensable, so that everyone must govern himself.” – Herder
“We live in a world we ourselves create.” – Herder
“Whate'er of us lives in the hearts of others is our truest and profoundest self.” – Herder
“For whatever a man has is in reality only a gift.” - Wieland
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Weimar Tree Diagram

How did one small town in Germany shape your life?

Goethe
The ideas of the Weimar ‘giants’

Herder

Schiller

Wieland

Factors making
Weimar Classicism
possible
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Causal Factor Cards
Factor: The Age of Enlightenment
Weimar Classicism is part of the time known as the Age of
Enlightenment. It was a cultural movement of intellectuals,
which had already begun before the time of the 4 Weimar
Giants. All Enlightenment thinkers shared similar basic
ideas and they read each other‟s work. They wanted to see
society reformed and less superstitious. They were for
tolerance, and against abuse of power by the Roman
Catholic Church and monarchs. They valued education and
used logic and reason to challenge old ideas. We call this
the scientific method. They were sceptical and exchanged ideas and debated. The
people who are regarded as the founders of the Enlightenment are the:


Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632–1677)



English philosopher John Locke (1632–1704)



French philosopher Pierre Bayle (1647–1706)



French philosopher Voltaire (1694–1778)



English physicist Isaac Newton (1643–1727)

The 4 Weimar „giants‟ read their work and were inspired to follow in their footsteps and
build upon their ideas.
Factor: Duchess Anna Amalia
Anna Amalia was a German princess and
composer. Her grandfather on her mother‟s side
was Frederick the Great of Prussia and Anna
Amalia was brought up to be highly educated. She
was married to the Duke of Saxe-Weimar-Eisenach
in 1756 and he died in 1758, leaving Anna-Amalia
to rule as regent until her baby son came of age.
During Karl August's childhood, she ran the duchy
very well and it grew in strength and prestige.
However, she is most famous as a great patron of
art and literature. To the tiny town of Weimar she invited many of the most eminent
men in Germany, including Johann Gottfried Herder, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, and
Friedrich Schiller. She hired Christoph Martin Wieland, a poet and translator of William
Shakespeare, to educate her son. She also established the Duchess Anna Amalia
Library, which is now home to some 1,000,000 books. Weimar thus became a centre of
culture in which some of the greatest men of the age were stretched and challenged to
produce their greatest work.
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Factor: Peace, wealth and connections
There was war during the lifetime of
the 4 Weimar „giants‟. Most
notably, Napoleon won one of his
greatest victories at Jena, just
down the road from Weimar.
However, there were also many
times of peace and all 4 of the
Weimar „giants‟ came from
relatively wealthy and wellconnected families. This meant
that they were able to travel, learn
to read and write, own books, study
at university, be supported as they
made their way in the world when they were young. They were also introduced to
people of influence who could help them get their work noticed and published. That is
not to say that they were not also very clever and hard-working, but it is hard to see how
their natural talent could have been realised if they had been born into poverty in a time
of constant war.
Factor: culture valuing thinking and intelligence
The culture in which the 4 „giants‟ grew up valued
learning, thinking and intelligence. That meant
that the world around them encouraged their
talents and valued what they had to offer. It was
very „cool‟ to be clever, well-travelled, to debate
and to want to learn. Their university
connections encouraged this and people they
met encouraged them to be curious. At the
same time, there was a sense that the German
language had not produced literature as great as
that of English, in the form of Shakespeare.
th

There was also a sense that Britain in the 17
century had produced free-thought and new
ideas, from Isaac Newton to the religious
th

freedom of the Quakers. Then in the early 18 century French thinkers, such as
Voltaire, had developed ideas about justice and freedom. Where were the great
German thinkers?
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Factor: Europe
The 4 Weimar „giants‟ were part of a huge
European heritage going back to ancient times.
They studied ancient Greek and Roman texts
that had survived the collapse of the Empire.
Many of these had been protected by Muslim
scholars in what is now the Middle East and then
had been reintroduced to Western Europe. At
th

the time of the Renaissance in the 15 and 16

th

centuries, great advances had been made in art,
architecture, anatomy and in the way man viewed
the world. Europeans had also discovered the
New World and circumnavigated the world. The Weimar „giants‟ stood on the shoulders
of giants‟ that came before them. The relatively small size, wealth and cultural
connections of Europe encouraged thinking and new ideas.
Factor: Individual genius
The 4 Weimar „giants‟ could fairly be described as genii.
Goethe and Schiller, in particular, are world renown for their
work. They influenced culture, art and science for generations
and their work is still loved today. They are regarded as people
who helped to found modern Germany. As individuals they
were truly remarkable and created Weimar Classicism. Without
them, Weimar may not have become famous. If it had, it might
have become famous for something else. Don‟t forget, that having won the battle of
Jena, Napoleon, the most famous and powerful man in Europe at the time, asked to
meet Goethe. When he did he said: “Voila! Un homme!” There is a man! Meaning, the
best a man can be. No small praise from a man who thought of much of himself as
Napoleon did.
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Images of things that link to Weimar Classicism to today
“All human beings are born free
and equal in dignity and rights.
They are endowed with reason
and conscience and should act
towards one another in a spirit of
brotherhood.”

United Nations Organisation,
Declaration of Human Rights 1948,
Article 1

Shakespeare is admired,
seen and studied across the
world. (Every year more
Shakespeare plays are
produced in Germany than
the UK, even today!)

Goethe‟s „Theory of colours‟ has
influenced artists such as Turner,
the Pre-Raphaelites and
Kandinsky.
Famous philosophers, such as
Wittgenstein, also used the work
on how colour is perceived by
humans in a wide variety of
circumstances.
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th

In the 19 and 20
centuries, governments in
Europe began to provide
healthcare and education
for all people, regardless of
ability to pay. Welleducated and healthier
people can live fulfilled lives
and make their countries
strong.

Art and
music are
part of the
curriculum
in all
European
schools.

Germany is very proud of the
Weimar „giants‟. Here they are
on a stamp, celebrating
Weimar as European a city of
culture. The Goethe Institut
helps people all over the world
to learn German language and
culture.
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Beethoven‟s setting of Schiller‟s
poem is now the European anthem.

Votes for all men and women is an
idea that grew out of the acceptance
that all men and women are born
equal and free.

History as a separate academic subject
in universities began in Germany in the
th
19 century. History is now a core part
of school curricula. In all countries of
the EU, except for the UK, it is
compulsory until the end of secondary
schooling.
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Education curricula in Europe now aim to teach young people to think scientifically; to
question, experiment, debate and be curious.
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