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Abstract 
The literary estate of Goethe is the most important holding of the Stiftung 
Weimarer Klassik / Goethe and Schiller Archives (GSA) in Weimar. Goethe still is 
the best-known German writer and poet world-wide and this collection of 
manuscripts includes the most important of his creative works. 
 
As a result of Goethe’s activities to create his own archives of written records 
during the second half of his life the bulk of today’s holdings were established. 
These comprehensive archives left by Goethe represent the original core of the 
Goethe and Schiller Archives. It encloses manuscripts of all periods of Goethe’s 
life. Therefore, it reflects the artistic creation of Goethe as well as his 
philosophical and intellectual horizon. 
 
The Foundation added (and still adds) to this original core writings by Goethe 
that were found in other people's estates. Including fictional as well as non 
fictional work, i.e. diaries, letters and scientific essays, the estate of Goethe in its 
unity, completeness and range of holdings today represents a unique record not 
only of the creative work of Goethe but, reflects in Goethe's works the whole 
Classical Period in Germany. 
 
Identity and Location 
Name of the Documentary Heritage: The literary estate of Goethe in the 
Goethe and Schiller Archives 
Country: Federal Republic of Germany 
State, Province or Region: Thuringia 
Address: 
Goethe- und Schiller-Archiv 
Hans-Wahl-Straße 4 
D-99425 Weimar 
E-Mail: gsa@weimar-klassik.de 
URL: http://www.weimar-klassik.de 
 
Name of Institution: Stiftung Weimarer Klassik / Goethe and Schiller Archives 
 
Legal Information 
Owner: Stiftung Weimarer Klassik / Goethe and Schiller Archives 
Custodian: Dr. Jochen Golz, Director of the Goethe and Schiller Archives 
 
Legal Status: 
Category of ownership: public 
Details of legal and administrative provisions for the preservation of the 
documentary heritage: The task of the Goethe and Schiller Archives is defined 
as preserving the estate of Goethe as the most important holding of the archives. 



Accessibility: In principle the estate of Goethe is available for academic and 
literary purposes. Microfilms of the records are available for viewing. The viewing 
of the original documents requires special justification. 
 
Copyright status: The legal situation is depending on the respective purposes 
for using the copies. 
 
Responsible administration: The GSA established appropriate managerial 
procedures for the preservation of and the access to the heritage in custody. 
   
Identification 
Description: The main part of the holdings consists of the poet’s own collection 
of manuscripts formed by Goethe himself. It is completed by manuscripts, letters 
and other documents of Goethe’s hand found in the estates of other famous 
persons at this time. 
 
Furthermore, the archives added Goethe autographs from manuscript auctions 
and private collections. Therefore, the estate of Goethe represents in its range 
and completeness an unique collection of the Classical Period in Germany. 
The estate of Goethe not only comprises the records of his literary works, but 
also his scientific writings, his diaries, letters, personal and business files on to 
his collection of autographs. 
 
The records of his literary collection include most of Goethe’s poems, plays, 
novels and stories, his autobiographical works and theoretical writings on 
different subjects of art and literature. To the literary part of the estate belong 
such famous records as the manuscripts of the "West-Östlicher Divan" (West-
Eastern Divan) "Urgötz", "Faust", "Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre" (Wilhelm 
Meisters Travels), "Italienische Reise" (Italian Journey), "Dichtung und Wahrheit" 
(Truth and Poetry), "Maximen und Reflexionen" (Maxims and Reflections) and 
"Winckelmann und sein Jahrhundert" (Winckelmann and his century). 
 
The collection of poems contains 87 % of all known manuscripts of Goethe’s 
poems. Among them the manuscript of the poet’s „West-Eastern Divan" is the 
most important and largest anthology of fair copies in Goethe’s own handwriting. 
Goethe wrote this manuscript under the impression of the Persian poet Hafis. 
These poems - written from 1814 to 1819 (the first printing of the „West-Eastern 
Divan") - express Goethe’s thorough enthusiasm of Eastern culture and his 
artistic mastery to connect this enthusiasm to the experiences of the Western 
poet. Goethe’s manuscript of„ Faust, part II" is probably the most valuable 
possession of the archives. This manuscript the artist worked upon for his whole 
lifespan, clearly shows the marks of the artistic process. It reflects the working 
method of Goethe as well as his philosophical and intellectual horizon. 
 
The scientific writings of Goethe reflect the wide range of his interest in natural 
sciences. Goethe investigated the function of light and colors, the morphology of 



plants and was also interested in anatomy, zoology, mineralogy, meteorology, 
geology, the general fund of knowledge and the methods of science. The 
scientific records in the estate document Goethe’s contribution to the extension 
of knowledge on different fields of nature during his lifetime. 
 
The records of Goethe’s diaries make up almost 10 % of the whole estate since 
Goethe wrote diaries over a period of 57 years of his life. The diaries recall the 
topics of everyday life which prevailed in Goethe’s time and reflect the wide 
range of Goethe’s thinking. 
 
Furthermore, the archives contain a collection of more than 20,000 manuscripts 
of letters written by Goethe, to more than 1,400 different correspondents, 
including drafts and copies. To complete the collection of letters a total of more 
than 21,000 letters to Goethe from about 3,500 different correspondents have 
survived. Goethe could count Friedrich Schiller, Alexander and Wilhelm von 
Humboldt, Karl Friedrich Zelter, Thomas Carlyle and Charlotte von Stein among 
his correspondents. 
 
In addition, the other parts of the estate including his personal and business files 
and his collections of autographs and sources of music are of great interest for 
our understanding of human life in the 18th and 19th century. 
 
In general, the estate of Goethe in the GSA reflects the myriad of subjects to 
which Goethe devoted himself throughout his lifetime, including literary, scientific, 
philosophical, political and aesthetic issues. Until today it bears vibrant witness to 
the life and work of this great German poet and also to the Classical Period in 
Germany. 
 
Bibliographic details: The documentation of the autographs is in the form of a 
written commentary in the „Goethe Inventory" giving details of signature, content, 
volume, names of scribes and correctors, and some more details of the 
manuscripts. 
 
Visual documentation: Mommsen, Katharina (Hrsg.): Goethe West-östlicher 
Divan. Eigenhändige Niederschriften. Bd. 1-2. Frankfurt am Main und Leipzig 
1996. 
 
History: The large estate of Goethe in the archives was formed by Goethe 
himself during the second half of his life when he decided to build up his own 
archives of written records. In 1823 he published a paper under the title „The 
Archives of the poet and writer". At this time Goethe began to collect all of his 
manuscripts. In order to organize this great amount of manuscripts he founded 
his personal archives – the core of the present estate. The purpose was to use 
his collection for further editions and to preserve it as a cultural treasure for the 
rising generations. 



After the death of Goethe’s last surviving grandson Walter Wolfgang von Goethe 
in 1885 the archives of Goethe were handed over to the Grand Duchess Sophie 
of Saxe-Weimar and Eisenach. Since in 1889 the estate of Schiller was added 
the archives have borne the name „Goethe and Schiller Archives". 
 
The estate of Goethe made Weimar a centre of Goethe research and 
scholarship. Under the patronage of the Grand Duchess Sophie the „Weimarian" 
or „Sophien Edition" of Goethe’s works, the largest historical critical edition of his 
writings, diaries and letters, was compiled. Its 143 volumes have been published 
from 1887 to 1919. Around the estate of Goethe the archives purchased 
numerous estates of authors, scholars, composers and artists from the period 
beginning in the mid-18th century and ending at the turn of the 20th century. 
 
At all times after the establishment of the archives scientists from all parts of the 
world have used the estate of Goethe for a wide range of academic purposes. 
Intense international contacts mainly based on the contacts of the Goethe 
scholars led to the worldwide reputation of this unique estate. In addition, the 
literary estate of Goethe is a constant source for research of experts for 
literature, for editors, historians, philosophers and many other people who are 
interested in the work and life of Goethe. 
 
Bibliography: 
Jochen Golz (Hrsg.): Das Goethe- und Schiller-Archiv 1896-1996. Beiträge aus 
dem ältesten deutschen Literaturarchiv. Weimar: Verlag Hermann Böhlaus 
Nachfolger, 1996 
 
Inventare des Goethe- und Schiller-Archivs. Hrsg. von der Stiftung Weimarer 
Klassik / Goethe- und Schiller-Archiv. Band 2: Goethe-Bestand. Teil 1. Gedichte. 
Redaktor Gerhard Schmid. (The book contains an essential introduction in the 
history of the estate of Goethe.) 
 
Briefe an Goethe. Gesamtausgabe in Regestform. Hrsg. von der Stiftung 
Weimarer Klassik / Goethe- und Schiller-Archiv. Bearbeitet von Manfred Koltes 
unter Mitarbeit von Ulrike Bischof und Sabine Schäfer. Band 1-6. Weimar: Verlag 
Hermann Böhlaus Nachfolger, 1980 bis 2000 
 
Johann Wolfgang Goethe. Repertorium sämtlicher Briefe 1764-1832. Hrsg. v. der 
Stiftung Weimarer Klassik / Goethe- und Schiller-Archiv. Begründet von Paul 
Raabe. Bearb. von Elke Richter u. a. Weimar 1999. 
http://ora-web.weimar-klassik.de/swk-db/db_goe.html 
 
Management Plan 
The Stiftung Weimarer Klassik is currently creating a web-based information 
system on their holdings with the Goethe and Schiller Archives as one of the 
main contributors. At present a description of the archives and a searchable 
database presenting all letters written by Goethe are available online. Within 



short time a searchable database presenting all letters to Goethe will follow. In 
due time an electronic inventory containing all the poems written by Goethe will 
be added as well as an digitized, searchable version of the archives’ finding aids. 
 
These databases will form the skeleton to which the digitized images – at first of 
the most important manuscripts of the estate and subsequently of all the major 
holdings of the archives – will be linked. For the digitizing itself the Stiftung 
Weimarer Klassik are able to provide a manuscript scanner, a server and 
sufficient storage capacity as well as the necessary retrieval software (AGORA). 
At present the camera used for scanning can produce images in black/white only, 
but the purchase of full color system is being discussed. 
 
The web-presentation of the digitized images will be completed by an expert 
system, linking to a transcription of the text, a bibliography, translations, 
extensive descriptions of the material presented. 
 
Assessment against the Selection Criteria 
Influence: Goethe still is the most influential representative of German culture in 
the world. 
 
Time: The literary estate of Goethe contributes in an outstanding way to the 
"Classical Weimar" as a World Cultural Property. 
 
People: The estate of Goethe mirrors the life and artistic work of Goethe. This 
best-known German poet made an outstanding contribution to "world literature", 
a term he himself has coined. 
 
Subject/Theme: In its completeness the estate of Goethe is a holding of lasting 
interest. With their language and literary style, their philosophical, social, 
historical, religious and economic aspects the manuscripts of the estate are of 
very high interest and value until today. Many documents are translated and 
published in foreign languages. Furthermore, new publications and 
interpretations are added every year. The estate of Goethe documents the 
outstanding artistic creativity of the great German poet and is an essential source 
for our knowledge of human life in the Classical Period. 
 
Form and Style: Goethe has influenced German language and literature until 
today through his many neologisms, his metaphorical style and the reception of 
his works by the scholars of all times. 
 
Contextual assessment: See above 
 
Authenticity: Undisrupted history of ownership. 
 
Rarity: Unique. "Goethe was Germany’s supreme poet and a writer who 
exercised a profound influence on the German language of today. He was also a 



man of affairs with wide connections in the German ruling class, and a scientist 
who played an important role in the development of the natural sciences in 
Germany." (Chadwyck-Healy) 
 
Consultation 
Owner: Stiftung Weimarer Klassik / Goethe and Schiller Archives 
Custodian: Dr. Jochen Golz, , Director of the Goethe and Schiller Archives 
Regional or National Memory of the World Committee: German Nomination 
Committee for the Memory of the World Programme 
 
Independent institutions and experts: 
Dr. Tilo Brandis, Nachodstraße 20, 10779 Berlin 
 
Prof. Dr. Katharina Mommsen, 980 Palo Alto Ave, Palo Alto - California 94301-
2223, USA 
 
Prof. Dr. Albrecht Schöne, Grotefendstr. 26, 37075 Göttingen 
 
Nominator 
Name & Adress: 
German Nomination Committee for the Memory of the World Programme 
German Commission for UNESCO 
Colmantstrasse 15 
D-53115 Bonn 
 
Relationship to documentary heritage: German Commission for UNESCO 
Contact person: Prof. Dr. Joachim-Felix Leonhard (President of the German 
Nomination Committee) 
 


