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is more remained serious and even expressed a certain belief in the art 
of men.' Ifby modesty you mean this belief, added Lothario, this premise 
of an excellence which we do not yet possess, but whose existence and 
dignity we begin to realize; then it would be the firmest basis of a noble ed
ucation for excellent women. Camilla asked if pride and self-complacency 
had this function for men, since every one of them considered himself the 
more unique the more incapable he was of understanding what the other 
wanted. Antonio interrupted her by remarking that he hoped for the sake 
of mankind that that belief was not as necessary as Lothario thought, for it 
was a rare quality. Women, he said, as far as he could observe, think of art, 
antiquity, philosophy and such as of unfathomed traditions, prejudices 
with which men impress each other in order to pass the time. 
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'On Incomprehensibility' ( 1800) 

Because of something either in them or in us, some subjects of human 
thought stimulate us to ever deeper thought, and the more we are stim
ulated and lose ourselves in these subjects, the more do they become a 
Single Subject, which, depending on whether we seek and find it in our
selves or outside of ourselves, we designate the Nature of Things or the 
Destiny of Man. Other subjects perhaps would never be able to attract 
our attention if we were to withdraw into holy seclusion and focus our 
minds exclusively on this subject of subjects, and if we did not have to be 
together with people and hence busy our minds with real and hypothet
ical human relationships which, when consideri..d more carefully, always 
become more numerous and complex and thereby make us diverge into 
directions contrary to this single subject. 

Of all things that have to do with communicating ideas, what could 
be more fascinating than the question of whether such communication 
is actually possible? And where could one find a better opportunity for 
carrying out a variety of experiments to test this possibility or impossibility 
than in either writing a journal like the Athenaeum oneself or else taking 
part in it as a reader? 

Common sense which is so fond of navigating by the compass of 
etymologies - so long as they are very close by - probably did not have a 
difficult time in arriving at the conclusion that the basis of the incompre
hensible is to be found in incomprehension. Now, it is a peculiarity of mine 
that I absolutely detest incomprehension, not only the incomprehension 
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of the uncomprehending but even more the incomprehension of the com
prehending. For this reason, I made a resolution quite some time ago to 
have a talk about this matter with my reader, and then create before his 
eyes - in spite of him as it were - another new reader to my own liking: 
yes, even to deduce him if need be. I meant it quite seriously and not 
without some of my old bent for mysticism. I wanted for once to be re
ally thorough and go through the whole series of my essays, admit their 
frequent lack of success with complete frankness, and so gradually lead 
the reader to being similarly frank and straightforward with himself. I 
wanted to prove that all incomprehension is relative, and show how in
comprehensible Garve, 1 for example, is to me. I wanted to demonstrate 
that words often understand themselves better than do those who use 
them, wanted to point out that there must be a connection of some secret 
brotherhood among philosophical words that, like a host of spirits too 
soon aroused, bring everything into confusion in their writings and exert 
the invisible power of the World Spirit on even those who try to deny 
it. I wanted to show that the purest and most genuine incomprehension 
emanates precisely from science and the arts - which by their very nature 
aim at comprehension and at making comprehensible - and from philos
ophy and philology; and so that the whole business shouldn't turn around 
in too palpable a circle I had made a firm resolve really to be comprehen
sible, at least this time. I wanted to focus attention on what the greatest 
thinkers of every age have divined (only very darkly, to be sure) until 
Kant discovered the table of categories2 and there was light in the spirit 
of man: I mean by this a real language, so that we can stop rummaging 
about for words and pay attention to the power and source of all activity. 
The great frenzy of such a Cabala where one would be taught the way 
the human spirit can transform itself and thereby perhaps at last bind its 
transforming and ever transformed opponent in chains - I simply could 
not portray a mystery like this as naively and nakedly as, when with the 
thoughtlessness of youth, I made Lucinde reveal the nature of love in an 
eternal hieroglyph. Consequently I had to think of some popular medium 
to bond chemically the holy, delicate, fleeting, airy, fragrant, and, as it 
were, imponderable thought. Otherwise, how badly might it have been 

1 Christian Garve ( 1742-98), German popularizer of philosophy. 
2 Immanuel Kant (1724-68); the 'table of categories' refers to section 3, chapter I of Book I of the 

'Transcendental Analytic' under the first main section, 'Transcendental Doctrine of Elements' 
(p. n3 of Kemp-Smith's translation). 

298 

'On Incomprehensibility' 

misunderstood, since only through its well-considered employment was 
an end finally to be made of all understandable misunderstandings? At 
the same time, I noted with sincere pleasure the progress of our country
not to speak of our age! The same age in which we too have the honour 
to live; the age that, to wrap it all up in a word, deserves the humble but 
highly suggestive name of the Critical Age,3 so that soon now everything 
is going to be criticized, except the age itself, and everything is going to 
become more and more critical, and artists can already begin to cherish 
the just hope that humanity will at last rise up in a mass and learn to read. 

Only a very short while ago this thought of a real language occurred 
to me again and a glorious prospect opened up before my mind's eye. 
In the nineteenth century, so Girtanner4 assures us, in the nineteenth 
century man will be able to make gold; and isn't it now more than mere 
conjecture that the nineteenth century is shortly going to begin? With 
laudable confidence and some huffing and puffing, the worthy man says: 
'Every chemist, every artist will make gold; the kitchen utensils are going 
to be made of silver, of gold.' How gladly all artists will now resolve to go 
on being hungry for the slight, insignificant remainder of the eighteenth 
century, and in future no longer fulfil this sacred duty with an aggrieved 
heart; for they know that in part they themselves, and in part also (and 
all the more certainly) their descendants will shortly be able to make 
gold. That he should specify precisely kitchen utensils is due to the fact 
that what this ingenious prophet finds really beautiful and great in this 
catastrophe is that we won't be swallowing so much vile vinegary wine 
out of ordinary, ignoble, base metals like lead, copper, iron and suchlike. 

I saw the whole thing from another point of view. I had often secretly 
admired the objectivity of gold, I might say even worshipped it. Among 
the Chinese, I thought, among the English, the Russians, in the island of 
Japan, among the natives of Fez and Morocco, even among the Cossacks, 
Cheremis, Bashkirs and Mulattoes, in short, wherever there is even a 
little enlightenment and education, silver and gold are comprehensible 
and through them everything else. When it comes to pass that every artist 
possesses these materials in sufficient quantity, then he will be allowed . 
only to write his works in bas-relief, with gold letters on silver tablets. 

3 'Critical Age', parodying the name given to Kant's Critical Philosophy. 
4 Christoph Girtanner ( 1760-1800 ), German physician whose publications included research into 

medicine and chemistry. 
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Who would want to reject so beautifully printed a book with the vulgar 
remark that it doesn't make any sense? 

But all these things are merely chimeras or ideals: for Girtanner is dead 
and consequently for the moment so far removed from being able to make 
gold that one might extract with all possible artistry only so much iron 
out of him as might be necessary to immortalize his memory by way of a 
little medallion. 

Furthermore, the complaints of incomprehensibility have been di
rected so exclusively and so frequently and variously at the Athenaeum 
that my deduction might start off most appropriately right at the spot 
where the shoe actually hurts. 

A penetrating critic in the Berliner Archiv der Zeit has already been 
good enough to defend the Athenaeum against these attacks and in so 
doing has used as an example the notorious fragment about the three 
tendencies. What a marvellous idea! This is just the way one should 
attack the problem. I am going to follow the same procedure, and so as to 
let the reader perceive all the more readily that I really think the fragment 
good, I shall print it once more in these pages: 

The French Revolution, Fichte's philosophy, and Goethe's Meister 
are the greatest tendencies of the age. Whoever is offended by this 
juxtaposition, whoever cannot take any revolution seriously that isn't 
noisy and materialistic, hasn't yet achieved a lofty, broad perspective 
on the history of mankind. Even in our shabby histories of civiliza
tion, which usually resemble a collection of variants accompanied by 
a running commentary for which the original classical text has been 
lost; even there many a little book, almost unnoticed by the noisy 
rabble at the time, plays a greater role than anything they did.5 

I wrote this fragment with the most honourable intentions and almost 
without any irony at all. The way that it has been misunderstood has 
caused me unspeakable surprise because I expected the misunderstanding 
to come from quite another quarter. That I consider art to be the heart 
of humanity and the French Revolution a marvellous allegory about the 
system of transcendental idealism is, to be sure, only one of my most 
extremely subjective opinions. But I have let this opinion be known so 
often and in so many different ways that I really might have hoped the 

5 This is Fragment 216 of the Athenaeum collection. 
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reader would have gotten used to it by now. All the rest is mere cryptology. 
Whoever can't find Goethe's whole spirit in Wilhelm Meister won't be 
able to find it anywhere else. Poetry and idealism are the focal points of 
German art and culture; everybody knows that. All the greatest truths 
of every sort are completely trivial and hence nothing is more important 
than to express them forever in a new way and, wherever possible, forever 
more paradoxically, so that we won't forget they still exist and that they 
can never be expressed in their entirety. 

Up to this point I have not been ironical and by all rights I ought not to 
be misunderstood; and yet it has happened, to the extent in fact of having 
the well-known Jacobin, Magister Dyk ofLeipzig,6 even find democratic 
leanings in it. 

To be sure, there is something else in the fragment that might in fact 
be misunderstood. This lies in the word tendencies and this is where the 
irony begins. For this word can be understood to mean that I consider the 
Theory of Knowledge, for example, to be merely a tendency, a temporary 
venture like Kant's Critique of Pure Reason which I myself might perhaps 
have a mind to continue (only rather better) and then bring to completion; 
or else that I wish to use the jargon that is most usual and appropriate to 
this kind of conception, to place myself on Fichte's shoulders, just as he 
placed himself on Reinhold's7 shoulders, Reinhold on Kant's shoulders, 
Kant on Leibniz's and so on infinitely back to the prime shoulder. I was 
perfectly aware of this, but I thought I would like to try and see if anyone 
would accuse me of having had so bad an intentwn. No one seems to have 
noticed it. Why should I provide misunderstandings when no one wants 
to take them up? And so I now let irony go to the winds and declare point
blank that in the dialect of the Fragments the word means that everything 
now is only a tendency, that the age is the Age of Tendencies. As to 
whether or not I am of the opinion that all these tendencies are going to 
be corrected and resolved by me, or maybe by my brother or by Tieck, or 
by someone else from our group, or only some son of ours, or grandson, 
great-grandson, grandson twenty-seven times removed, or only at the last 
judgement, or never: that I leave to the wisdom of the reader, to whom 
this question really belongs. 

6 Johann Dyk (1750-1813), Leipzig bookseller and translator of French popular comedies. 
7 Karl Leonard Reinhold (1758-1823), German philosopher and follower of Kant. See Critical 

Fragment 66 on Reinhold. 
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Goethe and Fichte: that is still the easiest and fittest phrase for all the 
offence the Athenaeum has given, and for all the incomprehension it has 
provoked. Here too probably the best thing would be to aggravate it even 
more: when this vexation reaches its highest point, then it will burst 
and disappear, and then the process of understanding can set to work 
immediately. We haven't gotten far enough in giving offence; but what is 
not yet may still come to be. Yes, even those names are going to have to 
be named again - more than once. Just today my brother wrote a sonnet 
which I can't resist passing along to the reader because of the charming 
puns which he (the reader) loves almost more than he loves irony: 

Go, admire idols8 that are finely made 
And leave us Goethe to be master, guide and friend: 
When his spirit's rosy dawns do fade 
Apollo's golden day no joy will send. 

He lures no new spring green from barren trunks, 
But cuts them down to give us warmth and fire. 
And so the time will come when all the Muse's clunks 
Will curse themselves to stone and stiffened mire. 

Not to know Goethe means to be a Goth. 
Fools are first blinded by every new, bright flame, 
Then too much light kills them, like the moth. 

Goethe, you who by the mercy of the gods came 
To us, an angel from the stars: we are not loth 
To call you godly in form, look, heart, and name. 

A great part of the incomprehensibility of the Athenaeum .is unques
tionably due to the irony that to a greater or lesser extent is to be found 
everywhere in it. Here too I will begin with a text from the Lyceum 
[Critical] Fragments: 

Socratic irony is the only involuntary and yet completely deliberate 
dissimulation. It is equally impossible to feign it or divulge it. To a 
person who hasn't got it, it will remain a riddle even after it is openly 
confessed. It is meant to deceive no one except those who consider 
it a deception and who either take pleasure in the delightful roguery 
of making fools of the whole world or else become angry when they 

8 'Giitzen' in the German, probably referring to Goethe's play Gotz von Berlichingen. 
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get an inkling they themselves might be included. In this sort of 
irony, everything should be playful and serious, guilelessly open and 
deeply hidden. It originates in the union of savoir vivre and scientific 
spirit, in the conjunction of a perfectly instinctive and a perfectly 
conscious philosophy. It contains and arouses a feeling of indissol
uble antagonism between the absolute and the relative, between the 
impossibility and the necessity of complete communication. It is the 
freest of all licenses, for by its means one transcends oneself; and yet 
it is also the most lawful, for it is absolutely necessary. It is a very good 
sign when the harmonious bores are at a loss about how they should 
react to this continuous self-parody, when they fluctuate endlessly 
between belief and disbelief until they get dizzy and take what is 
meant as a joke seriously and what is meant seriously as a joke. For 
Lessing irony is instinct; for Hemsterhuis it is classical study; for 
Hiilsen it arises out of the philosophy of philosophy and surpasses 
these others by far. 9 

Another one of these fragments recommends itself even more by its 
brevity: Irony is the form of paradox. Paradox is everything which is 
simultaneously good and great. 10 

Won't every reader who is used to the Athenaeum fragments find all 
this simply trifling - yes, even trivial? And yet at the time it seemed 
incomprehensible to many people because of its relative novelty. For only 
since then has irony become daily fare, only since the dawn of the new 
century has such a quantity of great and small ironies of different sorts 
sprung up, so that I will soon be able to say, like Bou'fflers, n of the various 
species of the human heart: 

J'ai vu des coeurs de toutes formes, 
Grands, petits, minces, gros, mediocres, enormes. 

In order to facilitate a survey of the whole system of irony, we would like to 
mention here a few of the choicest kinds. The first and most distinguished 
of all is coarse irony. It is to be found in the real nature of things and is 
one of the most widespread of substances; it is properly at home in the 
history of mankind. Next there is fine or delicate irony; then extra-fine. 
Scaramouche employs the last type when he seems to be talking amicably 
and earnestly with someone when really he is only waiting for the chance 

9 Critical Fragment 108. w Critical Fragment 48. 
n Stanislas, Chevalier de Bouffiers (1738-1815), French poet. 
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to give him - while preserving the social amenities - a kick in the behind. 
This kind of irony is also to be found in poets, as well as straightforward 
irony, a type that flourishes most purely and originally in old gardens 
where wonderfully lovely grottoes lure the sensitive friend of nature into 
their cool wombs only to be-splash him plentifully from all sides with 
water and thereby wipe him clean of delicacy. Further, dramatic irony; 
that is, when an author has written three acts, then unexpectedly turns into 
another man and now has to write the last two acts. Double irony, when 
two lines ofirony run parallel side-by-side without disturbing each other: 
one for the gallery, the other for the boxes, though a few little sparks may 
also manage to get behind the scenes. Finally, there is the irony of irony. 
Generally speaking, the most fundamental irony of irony probably is that 
even it becomes tiresome if we are always being confronted with it. But 
what we want this irony to mean in the first place is something that happens 
in more ways than one. For example, if one speaks of irony without using 
it, as I have just done; if one speaks of irony ironically without in the 
process being aware of having fallen into a far more noticeable irony; if one 
can't disentangle oneself from irony anymore, as seems to be happening 
in this essay on incomprehensibility; if irony turns into a mannerism 
and becomes, as it were, ironical about the author; if one has promised 
to be ironical for some useless book without first having checked one's 
supply and then having to produce it against one's will, like an actor full 
of aches and pains; and if irony runs wild and can't be controlled any 
longer. 

What gods will rescue us from all these ironies? The only solution is 
to find an irony that might be able to swallow up all these big and little 
ironies and leave no trace of them at all. I must confess that at precisely 
this moment I,feel that mine has a real urge to do just that. But even this 
would only be a short-term solution. I fear that ifl understand correctly 
what destiny seems to be hinting at, then soon there will arise a new 
generation of little ironies: for truly the stars augur the fantastic. And 
even if it should happen that everything were to be peaceful for a long 
period of time, one still would not be able to put any faith in this seeming 
calm. Irony is something one simply cannot play games with. It can have 
incredibly long-lasting after effects. I have a suspicion that some of the 
most conscious artists of earlier times are still carrying on ironically, 
hundreds of years after their deaths, with their most faithful followers 
and admirers. Shakespeare has so infinitely many depths, subterfuges and 
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intentions. Shouldn't he also, then, have had the intention of concealing 
insidious traps in his works to catch the cleverest artists of posterity, to 
deceive them and make them believe before they realize what they're 
doing that they are somewhat like Shakespeare themselves? Surely, he 
must be in this respect as in so many others much more full of intentions 
than people usually think. 

I've already been forced to admit indirectly that the Athenaeum is in
comprehensible, and because it happened in the heat of irony, I can hardly 
take it back without in the process doing violence to that irony. 

But is incomprehensibility really something so unmitigatedly con
temptible and evil? Methinks the salvation of families and nations rests 
upon it. If I am not wholly deceived, then states and systems, the most 
artificial products of man, are often so artificial that one simply can't 
admire the wisdom of their creator enough. Only an incredibly minute 
quantity of it suffices: as long as its truth and purity remain inviolate and 
no blasphemous rationality dares approach its sacred confines. Yes, even 
man's most precious possession, his own inner happiness, depends in the 
last analysis, as anybody can easily verify, on some such point of strength 
that must be left in the dark, but that nonetheless shores up and supports 
the whole burden and would crumble the moment one subjected it to 
rational analysis. Verily, it would fare badly with you if, as you demand, 
the whole world were ever to become wholly comprehensible in earnest. 
And isn't this entire, unending world constructed by the understanding 
out of incomprehensibility or chaos? ... 

Another consolation for the acknowledged incomprehensibility of the 
Athenaeum lies in the very fact of this acknowledgement, because precisely 
this has taught us that the evil was a passing one. The new age reveals itself 
as a nimble and quick-footed one. The dawn has donned seven-league 
boots. For a long time now there has been lightning on the horizon of 
poetry; the whole thunderous power of the heavens had gathered together 
in a mighty cloud; at one moment, it thundered loudly, at another the cloud 
seemed to move away and discharge its lightning bolts in the distance, only 
to return again in an even more terrible aspect. But soon it won't be simply 
a matter of one thunderstorm, the whole sky will burn with a single flame, 
and then all your little lightning rods won't help you. Then the nineteenth 
century will indeed make a beginning of it and then the little riddle of 
the incomprehensibility of the Athenaeum will also be solved. What a 
catastrophe! Then there will be readers who will know how to read. In 
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the nineteenth century everyone will be able to savour the fragments 
with much gratification and pleasure in the after-dinner hours and not 
need a nutcracker for even the hardest and most indigestible ones. In the 
nineteenth century every human being, every reader will find Lucinde 
innocent, Genoveva12 Protestant, and A. W. Schlegel's didactic Elegies13 

almost too simple and transparent. And then too what I prophetically set 
forth as a maxim in the first fragments will hold true: · 

A classical text must never be entirely comprehensible. But those 
who are cultivated and who cultivate themselves must always want 
to learn more from it. '4 

The great schism between understanding and not understanding will 
grow more and more widespread, intense and distinct. fyiuch hidden 
incomprehension will still erupt. But understanding too will reveal its 
omnipotence: understanding that ennobles disposition into character, 
elevates talent into genius, purifies one's feelings and artistic perceptions. 
Understanding itself will be understood, and people will at last see and 
admit that everyone can achieve the highest degree and that up to now 
humanity has been neither malicious nor stupid but simply clumsy and 
new. 

I break off at this point so as not to profane prematurely the worship 
of the highest divinity. But the great principles, the convictions on which 
this worship depends may be revealed without profanation; and I have 
attempted to express the essentials by adding on something myself, by 
way of what the Spanish call a gloss, to one of the profound and admirable 
verses of the poet. And now all I have left to wish for is that one of our 
excellent composers will find my lines worthy of being set to music. There 
is nothing more beautiful on earth than poetry and music mingled in sweet 
compliance for the greater ennoblement of mankind. 15 

The rights ofJove are not for all. 
Don't go too far, 
Stay where you are, 
Look how you stand, or else you'll fall. 

12 Genoveva: Tieck's play, Leben und Tod der Heiligen Genoveva (1799), based on a medieval legend. 
13 A. W. Schlegel's didactic 'Elegies' in Siimtliche Werke (1846-7), HI. 
14 Critical Fragment 20. 
15 Schlegel's gloss takes off from the last stanza of Goethe's poem 'Beherzigung'. 
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One man is very humble, 
Another's cheeks swell up with pride; 
This one's brains are all a jumble, 
Another's still less well supplied. 
I love a fool, his hair and hide, 
I love it when he roars and rants, 
And love his languid, flowery dance. 
Forever will I now recall 
What in the master's heart I spied: 
The rights of Jove are not for all. 

To keep the mighty pyre burning 
A host of tender souls must be 
Who fresh to every labour turning 
Will make the heathen light to see. 
Now let the din grow loud and louder: 
Watch where you bite, 
Watch what you write, 
For when the fools with gun and powder 
Crawl from their lairs, think who they are: 
Don't go too far. 

Some few have caught and kept the spark 
That we have lighted. 
The masses still are in the dark: 
The dolts remain united. 
Lack of understanding understood 
Confers a lasting gloom 
On all that issues from the womb. 
The latest word brings lust for blood, 
The wasps fly in from near and far: 
Stay where you are. 
Let them talk from now till doomsday 
They never will understand. 
Some are born to go astray, 
Artists buried in the sand. -
There are sparrows every season 
Exulting in their song: 
Does this seem wrong? 
Let them live by their own reason, 
Just make sure you're big and tall: 
Look how you stand, or else you'll fall. 


