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Introduction 

If we were to seek for autobiography, or even life writing, in earlier German literature, we would have 
trouble. As we have seen, Grimmelshausen’s Simplizzisimus (1668) is a picaresque account of a young 
man’s adventures in the Thirty Years War, and can serve as a kind of instance of the first German 
autobiography. (We confront here the issue of defining ‘autobiography,’ a slippery term, or even the 
broader term, ‘life writing,’ which terms have murkily defined borders with fiction and ‘literary writing’ in 
general. This distinction will come up for consideration here, for in a loose sense all ‘creative writing’ 
derives from the life of its author, and can be considered ‘life writing.’) It is true that Grimmelshausen’s 
own ‘quiet and non military life’ is sharply different from the adventurous character he portrays, but at the 
same time the world of that adventurer is very much the world Grimmelshausen is living from. Aside from 
that wonderful and indirect piece of life-writing, however, we would not easily find a candidate for any kind 
of autobiography, in German literature, before the Herder text before us. 
 
With Herder we are already far from the origins of German literature, which can be traced to magnificent 
epic texts—The Niebelungenlied, The Parzifal—from the fourteenth century. We are into one of the 
founding texts of the German Humanist Movement which exploded in the mid-eighteenth century, and 
provided Europe with original tributes to the power of Classical Antiquity,  the spirit of humane letters, and 
the power of Enlightenment thinking, which was sweeping over Europe with new hopes for the future of a 
reasonable mankind.  While Germany did not experience a fifteenth and sixteenth century Renaissance—
with severe consequences for the future of German culture—it did enjoy an eighteenth century version of 
a Renaissance, and Herder’s discovery of a new world is part of that movement. We will later be involved 
with the efforts of self-reflective Germans (Nietzsche, Wolf, Grass) to deal with the tortured national 
history, that resulted from the absence of a true Renaissance in German culture. 
 
Herder is an intense admirer of ancient Greek culture—he reads, critiques, and cites it at every turn-- but 
he feels that such culture was a rare and unrepeatable trick of historical development. His own 
perceptions drew him increasingly toward world culture, the common traits of human nature which are 
based on the uniqueness of the individual. He is open to the largeness of the human experience, and to 
the anthropological insights which, in a highly aesthetic observer, lead to disclosing the nature of society. 
As a literary critic Herder goes beyond even his contemporary Lessing, in his sensitivity to the living 
presence of the stage. In his studies of ancient poetries he breaks down artificial barriers between the 
‘modern‘ and the ‘ancient,‘ and sees world culture as one. As you read the text for this week, please try to 
ferret out the distinctively modern tone in Herder. Does the work before you seem to qualify as 
autobiography? 
 
We could answer yes by digging into the poverty and obscurity of Herder’s childhood—as we will do later 
with Karl Philip Moritz—and viewing his work as a way to recover from deprivation and praise human 
potential;  but we would do better to view much of Herder’s work, and certainly the Journal before us this 
week, as a kind of philosophical journalism reporting on and exhorting from the course of his experience. 
(Autobiography, as we have already begun repeating, is not going to be a monolithic term, sharply 
defining off one kind of writing from others—like fictions or memoirs or historical dramas. Autobiography is 
self-expression in which the writer’s self is highlighted in one way or another, and made the object of 
reflection or intentions.) Herder forever remodels and rethinks his own self, as he brings forth from his 
bosom the outlines of new potentials for Humanitaet. 
 
Readings:  Herder,  Journal of my Voyage in the Year 1769. ( In J.G.Herder on Social and Political 
Culture, trans. F.M. Barnard, Cambridge, l969, pp. 63-113). 
 
 



Questions: 
 
What is Herder’s view of language, and in what sense does he see language as the center of the human 
personality? 
 
Herder is forever exhorting nations and people to realize their natural energies and geniuses, and not to 
rely on the dull structures of the past. Does he seem to be exhorting himself at the same time? What kind 
of self-image does Herder carry with him? 
 
Does Herder evaluate himself, as he vents his ideas? He thinks of the Germans as dull and complacent--
so will Nietzsche think, ahead--and of the French as light headed and shallow, but what does he think of 
himself? 

 


