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Introduction 
 
The greatness of German literature moves by peaks and depressions; the early epic—Niebelungenlied, 
Parzifal—soars with power; then there is a deep valley until the peak of 18th century Humanism,  the 
Goethezeit, is spied in the distance.  One mountain alone fills the intervening landscape, 
Grimmelshausen’s Simplizzisimus (1668), and no account of German autobiography would be complete 
without inclusion of  this brilliant text, of which it must at once be said that some critics, citing the later 
largely peaceful middle class literary life of its author, cast doubt on the whole notion that this work is an 
autobiography. (This issue is thorny. Grimmelshausen was kidnapped by soldiers at age ten, like his 
character Simplizzisimus, did see a lot of military action during the Thirty Years War,  and upon the war’s 
end retired to an administrative post with a regional nobleman, experiencing court life in a way that 
Simplizzismus sees, and parodies;  but the ragged picaresque main character of the novel seems to be a 
fiction built by the businesslike author.) As the syllabus for this class will involve itself regularly with the 
definition of the autobiography, we should at this point raise the life writing/autobiography question.  Is 
there a rigid definition of autobiography, or is the term a literary usage of value for helping us think about 
the nature of the fictional process? As we follow the present syllabus, to the doorsill of our own age, we 
will find ourselves generating many working definitions of autobiography, from the most textbook/orthodox 
usage, through the view that the autobiography is a kind of fiction, to the thoughts of a particular 
philosophical text which raises doubts about the portrayability of the self in any form. 
 
Simplizzisimus is a picaresque novel, borrowing many of its techniques from Renaissance Spanish 
literature, even from Don Quixote. The author, born in the midst of the Thirty Years War (1618-1648) 
which convulsed Europe for three decades—it was the longest continuous war in European history, and 
wiped out nearly half the population of the continent—picks a perfect vehicle for displaying the horrors of 
the war, as well as the process of male growing up under the most horrifying experiences. The plot itself 
is episodic, built up out of small vignettes of a young man’s life as he is victimized, spoiled, horrified by 
what he sees, cynical, reckless: an unforgettable portrait of life under wartime circumstances, a cross 
between Tolstoy’s War and Peace and Joseph Heller’s Catch-22. 
 
Readings: H. J. C. von Grimmelshausen, Simplizzisimus; trans. Goodrick  (Lincoln, 1912). 
 
Questions: 
 
Do you read Simplizzisimus as though it was a fiction, or as a record of its time? What would you learn of 
the author’s time from this book?  
 
What is the world view of the author, at least in the first four books—that is before the allegorical 
developments of the last book? Does Grimmelshausen hate the war, as would seem inevitable, or (and at 
the same time) revel in it? 
 
How does the author handle the rhetorical problem of speaking both through the voice of a naïve young 
man/boy and in the voice of a satirical observer of the world, like that voice which dominates the first two 
chapters? 
 
 
 


