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MARIAN SZYROCKI 

Silesia and the turning point in German literature of the 17th Century 
 

Silesian writers have occupied a prominent place in academic books on 17th 
century German literature. They dominated and revolutionised German writing of the 
period. This surprising phenomenon, which has been so often explained in idealistic 
terms, now, after a closer study, appears in a completely different light. This paper 
presents results of a research in this area. 

In the first part, we describe the atmosphere that enabled and was a prerequisite 
of the golden age of the Silesian literature, while at the same time discussing current 
views on this topic. This creative atmosphere was made up by an entire set of 
phenomena that did not occur in such configuration in any other parts of the Empire. 
This unique feature of Silesia, resulting from a sound resource basis and drawing on 
leading scientific and progressive ideological achievements, has been until now 
completely neglected in history of German literature and culture. 

In the second part of the thesis, we discuss in detail the revolution in German 
literature, initiated by Martin Opitz, the first great Silesian writer of the period, and we 
attempt to identify the background of this revolution. It is a detailed, documented 
continuation of the initial analyses, completed with brief account of the following 
decades, until the end of the period of interest. The extensive scope of the subject often 
leads the author beyond the domain of literary studies, to the realm of history, history of 
culture and education. It is possible that some statements contained herein will spark a 
wider debate, or even initiate further research. 

The exceptional age of German poetry in the 17th century, with such great poets 
as Martin Opitz, Andreas Gryphius, Friedrich von Logau, Daniel Czepko, Angelus Silesius 
(Johannes Scheffler), Chrystian Hofmann von Hofmannswaldau, Daniel Casper von 
Lohenstein, and Johann Chrystian Günther, has always attracted interest of numerous 
literary historians. There have also been many attempts to determine why so many 
poetic talents appeared in a region which previously could not boast any eminent 
writers. Hans Heckel, the author of a history of German literature in Silesia, saw the 
origins of the golden age in the Germanisation of the educated classes: ‘Fast über Nacht 
ward offenbar, dass das kaum bekannte entlegene Grenzland, dessen Bewohner man 
noch immer als halbe Polen anzusehen gewohnt war, in seiner geistigen Führerschicht 
vollkommen deutsch geworden war. Aus den Schülern von gestern wurden mit einen 
Male Lehrer, nicht ohne dass das altere Sprachgebiet grollend gegen sie aufbegehrte’1. 

Leaving the degree of Germanisation aside—since in that period Polish poetry 
too flourished in Silesia—we must emphasise that this argument is unsound, for 
example as it could be as well applied to other countries of the Reich, and with much 
more success. These countries, however, had no famous poets in that period. 

                                                           
1H. Heckel, Geschichte der deutschen Literatur in Schlesien, vol. I, Breslau 1929, p. 179. 
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In the fifth volume of his famous history of literature, Richard Newald only deals 
with a margin of the issue: ‘Kaum hatte die Reform von Opitz, eine solche Wirkung 
ausstrahlen können, wenn sie sich nicht auf mitteldeutscher sprachlicher Grundlegung 
hatte entfalten können. Seit Opitz ist der Blickaller, welche für die Nation in deutscher 
Sprachedichten und schreiben, auf Schlesiengerichtet, obwohl dieses Land nicht als 
politische, kulturelle oder konfessionelle Einheit anzusehen ist und auch nicht über 
nennenswerte Vertreter des Buchgewerbes verfügte’2. 

In his Deutsche Gegenreformation und deutsches Barock Paul Hankamer claims 
that the lack of any literary tradition in Silesia had a very positive impact on the work of 
Opitz. This made, according to Hankamer, the Opitz's work seem more modern: ‘Der 
traditions- und formleere Raum seiner weiteren Heimat konnte dem Opitz keine 
Widerstande bieten, und so erschien er bald moderner als West- und Süddeutschland’3. 
Hankamer's statement is counterfactual, and it is enough to study Silesian humanism in 
more detail, for instance by looking at the Heckl's history of literature, to draw different 
conclusions. 

Finally, we should mention the work which extensively deals with the subject, 
namely the Herbert Schöffler's Deutscher Osten im deutschen Geist, published for the 
second time after World War II. Schöffler pointed to several elements that characterised 
the situation of Silesia, but entangled in his idealistic concept he was unable to remain 
unbiased and to draw correct conclusions from the facts known to him. As an example, 
we quote relevant passages from the summary of his research results, found on the 
concluding pages of his book: ‘Die drei grossen Weltanschauungssysteme und alle 
Möglichkeiten des Spiritualentums spielen über Schlesien. Das Wesentliche von Nord-, 
von Süd-, von Westeuropa kommt also in dieser ostdeutschen Landschaft zueinander, 
und es ergibt sich ein bislang in aller Weltgeschichte der Neuzeit nie geschauter 
Reichtum der Denkmöglichkeiten für eine geistige Landschaft: Luther, Thomas, Calvin, 
dann Pan- und Theosophisches, dazu Cartesius—dies alles im ersten Ansturm vielleicht 
gar nicht einmal als Inhalt, zunächst nur als Beziehung und Anregung, dann aber in 
jedem Fall als tiefe Wirkung ... Nur das Schlesien grosser Not, das Schlesien der 
Friedens-, Gnaden-, Grenz- und Zufluchtskirchen, das Schlesien unter unsagbarem 
Druck, nur das lutherische Schlesienist das Schlesien der Dichtung und neuen Denkens. 
Ais die Leiden wichen, war auch das Ende des Segens da’4. 

We cannot agree with Schöffler in three points: it seems that neither Silesia of 
great 'poverty' (Not), nor the Lutheran Silesia were the engine of the new poetry and of 
the new thinking. The idea of the to-date unknown freedom of thinking seems at least 
exaggerated. At the same time we should emphasise that while speaking of influences, 
Schöffler neglected the eastern ones, or more precisely the Polish ones, which—as we 
will try to prove later on—played a significant role. 

The vast number of Silesian poets of the 17th century—only the more important 
ones were listed at the beginning of this thesis—their fame and their influence, reaching 
to all Reich, mean, in our opinion, that the phenomenon cannot be a coincidence. This 
implies that at that period Silesia was a particularly good nurturing ground for 

                                                           
2R. Newald, Die deutsche Literatur vom Späthumanismus zur Empfindsamkeit, München 1951, p. 7. 
3P. Hankamer, Deutsche Gegenreformation und deutsches Barock, Stuttgart 1935, p. 24. 
4H. Schöffler. Deutscher Osten im deutschen Geist, von Martin Opitz zu Christian Wolff, Frankfurt a. M. 1840, 
pp. 239, 240. 
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literature. Our task will be then to identify and describe the abundance of these 
conditions, to identify the revolutionary period connected with the name of Opitz, and 
finally to draw possible conclusions based on known facts related to the peak of German 
poetry, and the reasons for its decline. 

The most important conditions for intense cultural development include the 
wealth of a given region, or of a population group. The case of Silesia, however, seems to 
be different. ‘Nur das Schlesien grosser Not ist das Schlesien der Dichtung und des 
Denkens,’ writes Schöffler. In his view, the poverty brought about by the Thirty Years' 
War was the main source of the glory of Silesian poetry. The war events surely exerted 
important influence on local literature but they cannot—as we will try to prove—be 
attributed a decisive role. Firstly, we know that other Reich lands were also heavily 
affected by the War, and despite that they did not produce as many poets as Silesia did. 
However, facts are more important than this theoretical argument. The main turning 
point for German literature, and the departure point for the Silesian poetry revival, came 
before the outbreak of the War5, when the economic situation of Silesia was very good. 

Unlike in the Reich, Silesian cities did not enjoy economic boom until the second 
half of the 16th century.6 This pertains in particular to the textile and linen industry 
whose prosperity partly continued up to the first decade of the War. The export of cloth 
from Silesia to Cracow, the main Polish destination of this good, amounted to 176 000 
metres in 1600, 293 000 metres in 1619, and nearly half a million metres in another ten 
years. These data were compiled based on custom books and are most probably 
underestimated. Export of iron goods to Poland also rose significantly in the first half of 
the 17th century. In 1644, Silesian merchants brought to Cracow approximately 113 000 
scythes, with a large proportion of these being transit goods. Paper manufacturing too 
had good conditions for growth in Silesia. In the early 17th century, there were a dozen 
paper mills in the region. Silesian breweries were equally famous. Wrocław alone 
produced over 1700 hectolitres of beer in 1615, with around 1/3 exported. Five years 
later, global beer production in Silesia amounted to nearly 490,000 barrels, according to 
tax books7. 

Despite heavy war damages and mass escapes of people, predominantly 
Protestants, to Poland, where they found good living conditions, Silesian economy 
quickly recovered in the second half of the 17th century. This was especially true for 
Wrocław because the city had survived thanks to its powerful fortifications and, next to 
Brzeg, was a lucky exception among other towns of the region. The construction of the 
Oder–Spree Canal, which opened a cheap waterway to Hamburg in 1668, greatly 
contributed to the recovery of Silesian economy. In 1680, Silesia had 1,680,000 sheep 
which annually supplied approximately 2000 tons of wool. 

As can be seen from the above description, economic situation of Silesia was still 
satisfactory in the first decade of the Thirty Years' War, and in some parts of the region it 
can be even considered as good; crisis began only between 1630—1633, and lasted up 

                                                           
5Aristarchus sive de conteptu Linguae Teutonieae. Auctore Martino Opitio, Bethaniae, excudebat Johannes 
Dörfer (1617). 
6Data on social and national situation in Silesia come from prof. dr. Gierowski who shared his latest 
research results and manuscripts with me. I would like to thank him for this contribution. Some parts of 
this article are base on a book published in the German language: M. Szyrocki, Martin Opitz, Berlin 1956. 
7Data according to M. Wolański Związki handlowe Śląska z Rzecząpospolitą w XVII wieku, Wrocław 1961. I 
would like to thank the author for letting me see his manuscripts before publication. 
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until the end of the war. Most great Silesian poets spent this tough period outside Silesia, 
or behind the city walls of Wrocław or Brzeg. In 1635, Martin Opitz left Wrocław for 
Poland (more specifically, Toruń and Gdańsk), where he entered service of the king. A 
similar route (Wschowa–Gdańsk) was taken earlier by young Andreas Gryphius. In 1636 
he briefly returned to Silesia only to leave to study in the Netherlands. Only after the war 
he returned to his home town of Głogów. Hofmann von Hofmannswaldau also spent 
some time in a Gdańsk gymnasium, then studied in Leiden and travelled through 
Western Europe. He returned to Wrocław in 1641 upon request of his wealthy father. 
Angelus Silesius too spent the concluding years of the Thirty Years' War at Western 
Universities. 

To sum up, we may conclude that contrary to Schöffler's views Silesian literature 
was born in a healthy economic situation, and that over two decades (between 1630 and 
1650), in a period of war poverty, Silesian writers mostly stayed outside the region. 

As stated above, with their fortification systems Wrocław and Brzeg had a 
privileged position during the Thirty Years' War. These particular cities enjoyed a swift 
economic recovery after the war. This is also related to the fact that Silesian poem 
collections were published only after 1648, even though many pieces had been written 
earlier, most often outside Silesia. Opitz is an exception here. He published his works 
before the time of plight, and later had the possibility to publish in Poland. However, 
good economic basis for the development of Silesian poetry is not tantamount to good 
economic situation of individual poets. Opitz struggled to make ends meet until his 
twenty ninth birthday, while Gryphius' youth was marked by tragic events. It is obvious 
that this also influenced poetic work of these authors. There were also writers who 
never had any financial problems. Above-mentioned Hofmannswaldau may be an 
example here. All this does not mean that good economic situation is enough for 
literature to flourish. It is only a desirable, to a certain extent necessary, initial condition. 

Economic growth of Silesia was very tightly related to social and political 
situation; it was one of the elements that determined the unique position of Silesia 
within the Reich. This position was also evident in the heterogeneity and diversity of 
phenomena typical for 17th-century Silesia. The region represented a colourful mosaic 
of social, religious, ideological, political, national and cultural elements. The tensions 
between different groups, the atmosphere of fight, shifts in the balance of powers, 
heated discussions and harsh criticism of opponents views all shook the dogma and 
tradition, and paved the way towards the new. 

Economic recovery of the cities went hand in hand with a simultaneous 
empowerment of the burgers and the patriciate. Urban proletariat also grew in numbers, 
forming a perfect hotbed for unrest. The urban poor played an important role during 
uprisings and riots. An interesting report on events in Głogów in 1615 says: ‘Das ists 
denn, was die Redlinsführer suchen, nämlich die Regierung, vnd denn respect vom 
gemeinen Manne: Mit dem sie der Obrigkeit durch den Sinn fahren, vnd alle gutte 
Gesetze, Ordnung vnd Sitten zertreten können. Vnnd das ist die Freyheit des Pöbels: 
Dass sie vnter solchen Buben thun mögen was sie wollen’8. 

                                                           
8Gründlicher Bericht, Von der Ober-Glogawischen Rebellion, Welche wider den Wohlgebohrenen Herrn, Herrn 
Georg von Oppersdorff ... Im anno 1616 vorgenomben, Seithere continuirt, und jtze zu Rechtlichem Enischeid 
auff eine unparteyliche Comission gestellet, Auch hiermit zu Jedermannigliches unpassionirten Judicio 
publicirt worden Jm Jahr Christi 1625. 
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Attempts to limit the freedom of the peasants by feudal lords, imposing new 
burdens on them, forcing them to serfdom all resulted in local violent unrest. In the 
1680s, a period of several-years-long peasant rebellions started in the Jawor-Świdnica 
duchy, and the initial years of the 18th century saw a number of peasant uprisings in 
Silesia, culminating in a mass uprising in the Kłodzko region. Competition for the 
leadership in the textile production and trade also added to the conflict between the 
burgers and the nobles. Feudal lords attempted to regain their position which they had 
lost in the previous century, to pacify the peasantry and rid of burgers competition. This 
fight, connected with an economic, political and religious oppression, was particularly 
tough in those parts of Silesia which were directly subordinate to the Habsburgs, the 
stronghold of conservative feudalism in the Reich. This led to the establishment of a 
wide front directed against the Habsburg absolutism. 

The diverse, tensed social and political relations were very tightly connected with 
the multilayered ideological and religious situation of the region. Lutherans formed the 
strongest of the groups. Thanks to the support of the Habsburgs, Catholics, although 
fewer in numbers, were very active towards regaining their lost positions. The third 
camp was formed by Calvinists, who were not covered by the Peace of Augsburg but 
enjoyed the support of Silesian dukes who had converted to Calvinism in the beginning 
of the 17th century. 

Members of various sects also sought refuge in this group, as they found it 
difficult to act on their own without being attacked by both Catholics and Lutherans. 
Anabaptist, Bohemian Brethren, Polish Brethren and various mystical movements could 
be found in Silesia. A vast number of polemical writings are still an evidence of the tough 
fight between different denominations. No dogma, no sanctity was respected. 
Honourable preachers and pious doctors hurled most hideous insults at each other. Such 
expressions as ‘arch-pig’, ‘pimp’, were not uncommon. On the one hand, the polemic 
incited religious fanaticism, but on the other, it shook the faith as such, thus paving the 
way for criticism and rationalism. Independent thinking, unbound by dogmas, was 
promoted by the bitter experience of the masses, who were painfully affected by the 
divergence between the theory and the practice, between the rules of faith and life. The 
Thirty Years' War, called a religious war and famous for its unprecedented cruelties 
perpetrated by soldiers fighting in the name of highest ideals, created distrust and 
hatred towards the ruling class. A poet Daniel Czepko wrote in the 1860s: ‘So werden 
[den Menschen] allezeit Palmen und Olzweige, Genade und Freyheit, Altäre und Kirchen 
vorgemahlet, unter welchen nichts als Harnisch und Waffen, Joch und Bande, Cepter und 
Cronen verborgen liegen’9. 

Interestingly enough, it was the politically, religiously, and nationally 
heterogeneous Silesia, with mixed Polish, German and even Czech population that 
played a decisive role in the development of German literature. The social and national 
structures were not as convergent as they were in the following centuries10. Instead, the 
divide ran through all layers of population. Germans and Poles were among both feudal 
lords and peasantry. The lower classes of towns and villages were equally Polish, while 
the upper classes, especially in Lower Silesia, were predominantly German. Silesians 

                                                           
9Part of dedication to Coridon et Phyllis, D. Czepko, Weltliche Dichtungen, published by W. Milch, Breslau 
1932, p. 9. 
10Cf. footnote no. 6 
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were connected to Poland not only by national ties, but also by economical, cultural, or 
even religious ones. Trade with Poland was one of the main sources of Silesian towns' 
wealth. Simultaneously, a mutual cultural interaction was taking place. Polish population 
of Silesia sang beautiful psalms by Jan Kochanowski, and the marvellous period of Polish 
poetry must have had an impact on the German people11. 

Within the ideological domain, an important role was also played by the Polish 
Brethrens and other Polish religious sects, as well as by Polish Catholicism12. During the 
Thirty Years' War, Poland became a hiding place and a second home for many thousands 
of Silesian refugees. Situation in Poland seemed perfect to them as compared to the 
terror of the German Reich. They were particularly impressed by Polish tolerance, 
liberalism and love for peace. Many pieces by German poets expresses gratefulness 
towards Poland. King of Poland Władysław IV tried to ease the plight of Silesian 
protestants and intercede for them in 1635 with the Emperor at the request of the 
Silesian estates13. 

Typically for the unique situation of Silesia within the Reich and for the policy of 
the Habsburgs towards the region, as well as for the political weakness of local princes, 
there was no university in Silesia14. Some ruling families of the Empire financed even 
several institutions of higher education. Cracow was once the favourite education 
destination for Silesians, now protestant theologians were educated mainly in 
Wittenberg, lawyers, doctors and philosophers took the long journey through Danzig or 
Stetin to the Netherlands; also Leiden was popular among Silesians in the 17th century. 
The Calvinist Netherlands, at the time one of the leading European states, was also a 
leader in science, which was not without significance for the intellectual life in Silesia. 
Educated young Silesian travelled all over Europe to further their knowledge. They 
visited Paris, Florence, Rome, Venice, not to mention the rich Dutch cities. Others even 
went to Denmark, Sweden or Transylvania, or spent quite many years in Poland. Thus, 
Silesia was influenced by ideas of the West and East, North and South, which enhanced 
its intellectual potential. Poetry of the French, the Dutch, the Italians and other nations 
was known in Silesia, and numerous foreign works from the period can still be found in 
Silesian libraries. These connections with various movements in world literature and 
knowledge, the above mentioned economic conditions, the political, religious and 
ideological heterogeneity, and the tension and polemics between individual groups were 
manifested for example in peasant uprisings and town riots—all these created an 
atmosphere that helped break with the tradition, also in the domain of poetry. 

Contrary to the facts, Hankamer claims that there had been no previous Silesian 
literary tradition (Traditions- und Formleere). Therefore, we need to briefly describe 
Silesian poetry before the Opitz's reform. Among educated people of the region, neo-
                                                           
11The foreword to a Polish hymnary, printed in Brzeg in 1673, says: ‘So far, Silesians were happy with 
hymnaries printed in Torn, Danzig and Koenigsberg in different years ... and we were never short of 
knowledge or copies for whoever wanted could easily buy hymnary books from Prussia’. A catalogue of 
musical manuscripts from the 16th and 17th century of the ancient Emil Bohn's city library contained, 
among others, a manuscript belonging to Samuel Butschke, with over ten psalms by Jan Kochanowski. S. 
Butschke, a Polish-German pastor of the St Christopher Church in Wrocław, 1564–1638. See also M. 
Szyrocki, ‘Polnische Schriftsteller der Renaissance und Deutschland’ (Aufbau, 1955, pp. 301 and 
following). 
12Szyrocki, Martin Opitz, pp. 15 and following. 
13K. Piwarski, Historia Śląska, Katowice 1947, pp. 207 and following. 
14Schöffler, op. cit. pp. 30 and following. 
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Latin literature reigned almost exclusively. In 'gymnasiums', poetics was taught, and 
students composed nice Latin poems, or even longer pieces. Opitz, Gryphius, 
Hofmannswaldau and others too wrote their first poems already at school, and of course 
in Latin. Ability to compose Latin poems was to a certain extent part of general 
education, and it should not come as a surprise that it was so popular. Baptism 
ceremonies, weddings, funerals and other events made perfect occasions to publically 
show off with one's poetic skills. Several thousand such pieces can be still found in the 
Wrocław University Library. 

Writings in national languages were far less common. Both Polish poets, such as 
Rozdzieński, Gdacjusz, Beck, Herbinus, and German-language poets occupied a 
secondary role in this landscape. The influence of German-language literature was 
further limited by the existence of many diverse dialects. Such pieces were published in 
small volumes, with poor graphic format. Most have survived only in single copies. The 
works were targeted at a wider, more diverse audience as compared to the more 
exclusive Latin works. There were purely functional in character. The poets extolled 
battles, city fires and other outstanding events, or wrote educational and religious 
works. Both in Silesia and all over the Empire, German-language poets were aware of 
their secondary role, and did not show much artistic ambitions. As an example, we quote 
here a few verses of a description of a fire in Głogów, published in 1616 by Eliasz 
Lange15. This artistic credo is typical of poets before the Opitz's reform. 

Als hab ich solch schrecklich Geschicht 
Wolin bringen in diss Deutsch Gedicht, 
Zu Lieb vnd Dienst dem gemeinen 
Man Der es am besten fassen kan. 
 
Vnd ob ich gleich eim jedern schon  
Nicht mag thun satisfaction  
Durch die gering beschreibung mein, 
Die ich gemacht ohn allen schein: 
 
So hoff ich doch, der Leser gut 
(Wofern er nur hat rechten Mut) 
Wird daraus gnug sich informirn, 
Vnd meinen gutten Willen spurn: 
 
Zumal, weilIchs (wie vor gedacht) 
Fur Hochgelahrte nicht gemacht, 
Sondern allein dem Deutschen Man, 
Ders Lesen vnd Verstehen kan. 

                                                           
15 Glogovia incinerata. Oder Warhafftige und eigentliche Beschreibung, Der geschwinden und gantz 
schreklichen Fewerss-Brunst zu Grossen Glogaw, Jn welcher den 28 Julii, des ferlauffenen 1615. Jahres, 
jnnerhalb dreyen Stunden, die gantze Wolerbawete und Volckreiche Stadt, sampt der Polnischen Vorstadt, 
jämmerlich verwiistet, und in die Aschegelegt worden. Beyneben: Was sich vor und nach dem Brande mehr 
Denckwürdiges verlauffen und zugetragen. Alles ... in Deutsche Rythmos verfasset und gestellet. Durch 
Elian Langium S. Rom: Kay: Mayt: Zoll und Biergeldes Vnter-Einnehmer daselbst ... Gedruckt zur Lignitz, in 
Nicolai Schneiders Druckerey durch Joachim Funcken, Buchdruckern zu Gross Glogaw (1616). Biblioteka 
Uniwersytecka we Wrocławiu, cat. no. 4 V 43/4. 
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Martin Opitz, twenty-years-old student of the academic gymnasium in Bytom 

upon Oder, rebelled against the inferiority complex of the national poetry (as did Mikołaj 
Rej much earlier in Polish literature). 

Martin Opitz was born on December 23rd 1597 in Bolesławiec, an old Silesian 
town at the Bóbr river16. It was the time of the highest economic and cultural prosperity 
for Bolesławiec. This is still visible in its beautiful Renaissance architectural monuments, 
rich tombstones and sculptures which have survived the many wars17. 

In 1614, Opitz entered the Maria Magdalena Church School in Wrocław which 
was at the time a strong rival of the city St Elisabeth Gymnasium. The school dealt with a 
variety of subjects, including the Polish language. It was when Opitz studied in Wrocław 
that a teacher from the Maria Magdalena School Jeremiasz Roter of Głogów worked on a 
Polish and German textbook18, published in 1616. Four years later, at a request of the 
Wrocław senate, a team of Wrocław school teachers publishes a Latin-German-Polish-
Czech dictionary19. 

In Wrocław, Opitz quickly matured, completing his general education and 
mastering his Latin and Greek. However, the stay in Bytom upon Oder was to become 
the most significant period for his life. This small town, located only several kilometres 
from the Polish border and Leszno, had strong economic, national and cultural ties with 
Poland. Klopsch, German author of a history of the Bytom Gymnasium, published in 
1818, writes that citizens of Bytom liked to recollect the old days when the city enjoyed 
prosperity, surpassing even the nearby Głogów. They still remembered a legend about 
the Polish garrison of the Głogów castle which bravely resisted Emperor Henry V who 
fought with prince Bolesław Krzywousty20. At the times of Opitz, population of all 
nearby villages was only Polish-speaking21. 

Schöneich's Gymnasium, having sufficient financing and good team of professors, 
attracted many students from outside Silesia. Klopsch writes that the majority of them 

                                                           
16This is assumed to be the year of Opitz's birth based on its foreword to the Song of Songs of December 
31st 1627. Opitz states that he is now thirty years old. By contrast, manuscript R 2306 of the Wrocław 
University Library (hereafter referred to as: WUL), containing different materials related to Opitz, such as 
short biographical notes, give December 23rd 1595 as his birthday. As can be referred from the context, 
this is based on an account of Opitz's brother, Sebastian, who was a shoemaker in Rawicz after having left 
Silesia for religious reasons. Andrzej Senftleben speaks of the date 1595 in his Peplus bonorum 
ingeniorum Boleslaviensium, Lignicii 1674. Opitz's friend Jan Mochinger wrote in a note on the poet's 
death: ‘Hic Gedani, Anno MDCXXXIX. Die XX. Augusti Anno Aetatis sue XLIH’. 
17K. G. Lindne r, Umständliche Nachricht von des weltberühmten Schlesiers Martin Opitz von Boberfeld, 
Leben, Tode und Schriften..., Hirschberg 1740/41, part.1, pp. 129–136. Lindner reprinted, among other 
documents, the Latin biography of Opitz by Krzysztof Coler, and translated it into German. Pages in the 
footnotes refer to the German text. 
18Key to the Polish and German language is diligent learning, as Germans and Poles can learn to read, 
understand, speak and write more quickly, Wrocław 1616. The dictionary was reprinted in 1680 and 1706. 
19Dictionarium Nominum, Verborum que secundum accidentia Gramaticas Latine digestorum: addita 
interpretatione Germanica, Polonica, Bohemica: Mandante Inclyto Senatu Vratislaviensi Pro Scholis 
potissimum Vratislaviensibus confectum. Breslae Typis Georgii Baumanni. Sumptibus Davidis Miilleri 
Bibliopolae Vratislaviensis Anno Christi MDCXX. 
20C. D. Klopsch, Geschichte des berühmten Schönaichschen Gymnasiums zu Beuthenan der Oder, aus den 
Urkunden des Fürstlich-Carolatischen Archivs und den besten darüber vorhandenen Schriften, Gross-Glogau 
1818, p. 2. 
21Ibidem, p. 8. 
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came from Poland, or even from Bohemia, Moravia, Lusatia or the March22. Many Bytom 
citizens made their living from letting apartments and providing meals for students. For 
example, there almost always were some Polish students in the house of the town 
clerk23. 

Simultaneously with Opitz, Andrzej Węgierski studied in Bytom, sponsored by 
Rafał Leszczyński. He was an eager supporter of the Bohemian Brethren and the author 
of a famous work Systema historico-chronologicum ecclesiarum Slavonicarum24. Several 
years later, in the same school, his brother Wojciech Węgierski studied, who published a 
longer Latin poem entitled Josua Heroico Carmino..., dedicated to Rafał Leszczyński25. 
Other students included Maciej Ambroży of Ostroróg, Władysław Gorajski, and Mikołaj 
Wawrzyniec Siemieniecki26. A professor of the Bytom gymnasium Ernest Nolde came 
from Poland, and Jerzy Manlius was a former rector of the famous Gymnasium of Polish 
Brethren in Raków, called Sarmatian Athens27. 

The Schönaichs were believed to be Calvinists but they opposed any religious 
intolerance and prevented religious disputes. One Eliasz Schlichting, who also came 
from Poland, was expelled from the school because he rejected the doctrine of the 
Trinity, and another student was excluded from the seminar for publicly supporting 
Polish Unitarianism28. Despite that, the Schönaichs secretly sympathized with the Polish 
Brethren. However, such sympathies were concealed as they could result in confiscation 
of property and banishment. 

Even before Jerzy Schönaich's death, a professor of the Bytom Gymnasium 
Vechner was accused firstly of Arminianism and than of Arianism29. Attacks against 
Vechner and his teachers persisted, and after several years of witch-hunt ended with a 
fine of 54,444 talars for Jan Schönaich, which meant a complete bankruptcy. In 1630 
Schönaich, to avoid further persecutions, escaped to Poland30. Unfortunately, these 
important events, throwing an interesting light on the nature of the school, have been 
neglected by German researchers.  

Nineteen-year-old Opitz was hired as a tutor of the councillor of the Empire court 
and fiscal clerk of the 'kamera', Scultetus31. Scultetus, doctor of civil and canon law, was 

                                                           
22Ibidem, p. 23. 
23Ibidem, p. 23. Even Germans called serfdom ‘Die Robothen’ in these territories. And here is an interesting 
passage from Klopsch on freeing Bytom citizens from serfdom by Schönaich (it is not beyond the realms of 
possibility that this was influenced by the ideology of the Polish Brethren, as some of them acted in a 
similar way): Die Bürger von Beuthen wären vielleicht nicht von Robothen frei, wenn er [Johannes v. 
Schönaich–M. S.] sie ihnen nicht für geringen Entgelt erlassen hätte, damit er sie als Bürger, nicht als 
Bauern behandeln könnte, und sie im Stande wären, besser zu bauen’ Klopsch, op. cit. p. 187. 
24T. Wotschke, ‘Das Lissauer Gymnasium am Anfange des XVII Jhts.’ (Zeitschrift für die Provinz Posen, XXI, 
1906, vol. II, p. 24). 
25D. H. Hering, Geschichte des ehemaligen berühmten Schönaichschen Gymnasium, zu Beuthen a. d. Oder, 
Breslau 1784–1788, part 4, pp. 5, 10, 11; K. Estreicher, Bibliografia, vol. XXXII, pp. 286, 300. 
26Wotschke, op. cit., p. 24. 
27Ibidem, p. 18; Klopsch, op. cit. The concluding section contains biographies of all professors of the Bytom 
Gymnasium. 
28Ibidem, pp. 24, 25, 113. 
29Hering also writes aoubt a dispute between Jerzy Vechner and a Pole Marcin Ambroży. It was published 
in print under a title Psalmi XV analisis exegetica didactica scholasticae in ill.Gymn. Schoen. ex moderatione 
Georgi Vechneri—proposita a Martino Ambrosio, Polono, responsuro ad 22. Dec. Hering, op. cit., part 5, p. 7. 
30Klopsch, op. cit. pp. 114, 119, 154, 175. 
31Lindner, op. cit., pp. 154, 155. 
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famous for his excellent education32. He himself wrote nice Latin poems. Buzzing with 
rhetoric exercises, disputes and other events, the progressive Bytom Gymnasium was a 
stimulating environment in which Opitz could shine with his Latin poetry, filled with 
youthful passion and pathos. His neat Latin poems are dedicated to Jan Melideus33, a 
professor of poetry in the Gymnasium, Baltazar Exner34, professor of history, and Tobias 
Scultetus35. 

Other notable occasional pieces include poems for friends, honest and open. In a 
propempticon wrote for Wilhelm Cothurn Opitz offered him his friendship, contrasting it 
in strong words with the cunning and flattery of the court. ‘No other personality trait 
graces a men—writes Opitz—more than honesty and faithfulness, free from any 
greasepaint and unnaturalness. Such praise means to me more than a title of a clever 
layabout, familiar with the flattering trick of Etruscan fox... Such tricks, know all over the 
world, are a domain of a sophisticated master of hypocrisy, a shrewd and courtly 
experienced politicus. May a thunder strike those beasts whose mouth speak with honey, 
but whose hearts are filled with bile and who with a corruptible faithfulness deceive the 
honest hearts of their friends. Believe me, I do not curse the hell as I curse those sons of 
the she-wolf who are a hideous trap for the virtuous minds, who deceitfully hide in 
sheepskin, and conceal poison under beautiful skin of a viper. Such Pelasgian friendship 
towards people is more cruel than cruelty... With what else might a brotherly friendship 
between hiccups and a chamber pot stink than the stench of things from which it grew? 
Who comes from a kitchen, brings with him the smell of kitchen. Nothing is more 
durable, however, than love that came into being among books and manuscripts. It is 
this love that binds, and will always bind us with a permanent chain.'36 

This touch of protest and hatred towards hypocritical and duplicitous court is 
also typical of other Opitz's pieces written in Bytom, and is not only a consequence of his 
bad experience and humiliation he was subject to but also a result of secret Arian 
propaganda. 

The radicalisation that Opitz underwent during his stay in the Bytom Gymnasium 
not only influenced his neo-Latin work but also made him embark on a plan to create 
elaborate poetry in German, a task on which he worked with great energy throughout 
his life. 

In Bytom, thanks to many Polish students, he had contact with the rich poetic 
tradition of Polish Renaissance, written in the national language. Through large libraries 
of Dornau and Scultetus he also got to know some French, Dutch and Italian works. 
Young, ambitious poet decided to match the leading poets of other European nations and 
started to write in German. 

                                                           
32Henelli, Silesiographia Renovata, Wratislavia 1704, pp. 1203 and following. 
33Parallela oratorum poetarumque veterum et hodiernum…, adumbrata a J. Melideo  … III Non. April. 17 
Bethaniae a Viadr. Contains an Opitz's poem Distrahitur binis doctorum natio sectis… 
34Balth. Exneri De Hischberga, Poetas Caesariet Proffesoris Historici et Evae Barthiae Epotopaitnion. 
Contains an Opitz's poem Ut primum venere and an epigram Exnerus teneri... 
35Quaternio votorum pro salute … Dn. Tobiae a Schwannenseeet Bregoschitz cognomento Schulteti 
…Bethaniae Typis Johannis Dörfferi. Contains an Opitz's poem Aestno nec voti novit se terminus, omnis… 
36Guilelmo Cothurnio ‘Non ulla...’ in Martini Opitii Boleslaviensis Silesij ‘Poemata Latina’, BUWr., R. 2305b, 
no. 35. 
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An occasional poem, written for the wedding of pastor Mathias Ruthard (August 
11th, 1618), speaks of those first German pieces that had been created nearly a year 
earlier in Scultetus' house. 

Das Venus zu mir kam (es ist noch nicht ein Jahr) 
Am schonen Wasserberg mit jhrer ganzen Schar. 
Sie bat, ich wolt’, jhr Kindt lass en bey mir einkehren, 
Vnd die Teutsche Sprach’, so gut ich’s wiste, lehren...37 
 
Already Hopfner pointed to the fact that ‘schöner Wasserberg’ is Scultetus' 

palace, called ‘Bellaquimontium’, located at a high bank of the Oder38. 
In order to create new German artistic poetry that could match works of Greeks 

and Romans, Opitz replaced hexameter with alexandrine in his first German poems, 
taking French poetry as an example. He writes about it in Aristarchus: ‘Vor nicht gar 
langer Zeit habe ich dem erlauchten und edlen Herrn Tobias Scultetus von Schwanensee 
und Bregoschitz kaiserlichen Rat und - Commisar und meinen stets zu verehrenden 
Herrn und Gönner, einige von mir nach französischer Art gedichtete Verse gewidmet ... 
So habe ich zuerst mich in jener Versart versucht, welche die Franzosen ... Alexandriner 
nennen und an Stelle der Hexameter verwenden’39. 

At the end of his stay in Bytom, in autumn 1617, Opitz wrote an enormously 
important work, a Latin speech defending the German language Aristarchus sive de 
contemptu linguae Teutonicae, which opened a new era in German literature. 

With lots of youthful temper and aggression, he advances an bold thesis that 
Greek and Latin, once enjoying a period of great dominance, were now degenerated. The 
splendour of Latin diminished together with that of Rome, and its complete decline is 
closer every day. The thesis was directed against the 'Latinised' culture of the ruling 
classes. The degeneration of the language was, according to Opitz, caused by the current 
social relations. In the times of such monsters as Claudius, Nero and Domitian, no other 
language could be used than that of the rulers. Orators flattering tyrants, devoting all 
attention to formal aspects of their speeches, destroyed the noble content of Latin which 
became empty and dead. ‘Lüsterne Afterredner erstanden, die lieber witzige Zoten 
vorbrachten, als edel redeten. Alle Mühe, alle eifrige Arbeit verwandten sie auf die 
peinliche Genauigkeit des Ausdrucks, und wahrend sie ängstlich Kraft zu heucheln 
suchten, vernichteten sie den edlen Sinn der Rede und wurden kraft und saftlos’40. 

A question arises if Opitz could express such opinions in the school and publish 
them in a print house that was controlled by the Gymnasium. As we know, Silesian 
schools were focused on the Latin language. The many years of school education were to 
produce excellent Latin-speakers. This was to open the door for them to the world, 
positions and honours. Therefore, the Opitz's attack on Latin was simultaneously an act 
of protest against the sanctified subject of education, one that was the main task of 

                                                           
37Hernn Matthäi Ruttarti und Jungfrau Annä Namslerin Hochzeitslieder, von zweyen guten Freunden 
gestellet. Gedruck tzu Görlitz, bey Johann Rhambau 1618. Contains Opitz's poem Ihr vielgeliebtes Par,die 
ihr die enge Strassen... 
38‘Zeitschrift für deutsche Philologie’, no. 8, p. 471. 
39Aristarchus sive de contemptu Linguae Teutonicae. Auctore Martino Opitio. Bethaniae, excudebat 
Johannes Dorfer. Critical edition: G. Witkowski, Leipzig 1888, p. 113. He printed the Latin text of 
Aristarchus and added its German translation. Only the German text is quoted here. 
40Aristarchus, p. 106. 
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schools. It seems then that such an official statement, condemning the classical 
languages, would not be possible in any other Silesian school than the Bytom 
Gymnasium, where all kinds of restless youth from Silesia and neighbouring countries 
gathered, and they could count on being understood by the progressing professors. And 
this is how a Głogów Jesuit characterised the school: ‘With great harm for good people, 
the Bytom Gymnasium flourishes, a hotbed of leaders of various sects, as once warriors 
from the Trojan horse, spreading the seeds of their detrimental learning in young minds, 
and collecting impressively abundant fruit. This Gymnasium, a hotbed of all sins, was 
richly equipped by the deceased Mr. Schonaich’41. 

Of course Opitz appreciated the achievements of ancient literature and was its 
great admirer. However, he knew that making use of this great tradition and developing 
it further was not possible on the path of the ossified neo-Latin creativity, which 
according to him was bound to end quickly and inevitably. The future belonged to the 
national language, the mother tongue. 

Opitz calls on all ’rational-thinking’ compatriots to protect the German language, 
which was of no lesser value that other European languages, both in the area of prose 
and poetry. Already Tacitus mentions old Germanic songs, and Opitz gives a poem by 
Marner as an excellent example of great German Medieval poetry. Later, unfortunately, 
poetry in the German language was abandoned, while other European countries boasted 
magnificent pieces of national literature. 

But German poets could as well write in their national language, and in the same 
metres. As an evidence, Opitz cites one of his own German poems. He starts with a 
passionate and dramatic complaint on his fate: 

O Fortun, o Fortun, stieffmutter aller frewden, 
Anfeinderin der lust, erwckerin der noth, 
Du todtes leben, ja du lebendiger Todt, 
Durch welcher grimm sich mus manch trewes hertze scheiden...42 
 
In his first printed German poem, modelled on French alexandrine pieces, he did 

not yet follow, as in his later works, the rules of regular iambic verse. He retained, 
however, strict metrical caesura between the sixth and seventh syllables and the regular 
sequence of 13-syllable verse with feminine rhyme and 12-syllable verse with masculine 
rhyme. Later, he replaced enclosing rhymes found in the poem with a AABB scheme. 

The above poem is not without certain beauty. It is marked by protest and fight 
with the fate that was so unfair to the poet, despite his personal good traits. This is 
obviously related to the difficult situation in which Opitz found himself during his early 
years. Since he left his home town, he lived on a scholarship and a salary of a tutor, and 
was dependent on his employers. Despite that, life was yet to compromise him, and to 
teach him the caution and diplomacy in which he was later so prolific at. 

Next in Aristarchus, Opitz makes a few theoretical remarks on alexandrines, ‘Vers 
communs’ (French 10-syllable verse), and recommends the vowel ‘e’ at the end of a 
word be replaces with an apostrophe, provided that the following word also starts with 

                                                           
41J. Miller, ‘Historia Collegii Glogoviensis Societatis Jesu, Anno 1723’ (Festschrift zur Dreihundertjahrfeier 
1626–1926 des Staatlichen Katholischen Gymnasiums in Glogau, Breslau 1926, p. 18). 
42Aristarchus, pp. 113, 114. 
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a vowel. These disquisitions are based on a work by Pierre Ronsard entitled Abregé de 
Part poetique François (1565)43. 

Finally, Opitz returns once again to the initial theme and vehemently appeals to 
his compatriots to defend the purity of their national language and, by developing it, to 
equal other nations in this field. 

Aristarchus, Opitz's first theoretical dissertation, is a generalisation of the 
achievements of his young poetical works in German, of his yet imperfect attempts in the 
language. The dissertation, published most probably just before Opitz left Bytom, 
summarises the achievements of this formative period, and points to tasks which he will 
strive to fulfil throughout his life. 

If it is surprising that the birth of modern German poetry took place in this tiny, 
half-Polish town at the outskirts of the Empire, under influence of the revolutionary 
Arian and Calvinist ideology, then it is equally interesting that the then famous didactic 
theory of Amos Komenský, a friend of Opitz, came into being in the same environment 
and on similar basis. 

When the Bytom Gymansium was closed down in 1628, majority of students and 
teachers moved to a school in Leszno, a nearby town, where at the same time Komenský, 
yet unknown European scientist, was taking a position of a teacher44. It was a few years 
later in Leszno that he wrote his revolutionary work Janua linguarum reserata, 
translated into Polish by Andrzej Węgierski45, a school friend of Opitz from Bytom, and 
one of the closest colleges of the great Comenius. In this progressive work, Komenský 
thoroughly criticised the old, feudal school, emphasising how useless the Latinised, 
grammatical-rhetorical education was in practical life, and opposed Latin as virtually the 
only subject that was taught at that time. In Janua, life in its various forms was 
designated as the aim of the new school program. This revolutionary step was to be 
internationally recognised and led to overturning the ossified medieval routine as well 
as the system based on learning lines of the Sturm school and the Jesuits by heart. At the 
centre of education, Komenský placed the nature and its most important product—man 
and his activities. At the same time, he cared about the national language, and the Polish 
translation of Janua served as a textbook for learning the Polish language. 

The fact that Opitz's reform of poetry is not a single act, and that within the same 
community another eminent work was created, one initiating the reform of education, 
means that those important events were no coincident; also, it indicates that those new 
ideas were initiated by the progressive people who had to fight for their own existence. 

From a researcher point of view, the youth of Opitz and the beginnings of his 
literary carrier are of utmost importance. The development process of the poet does not 
take place in the vacuum but is shaped by external and internal experiences of the artist, 
who grows and is active in a certain society. Studying this first period is particularly 
difficult because evidence of his activity become abundant only when his fame increases. 
This explains why in particular young years of Silesian poets have been so insufficiently 
studied. What we find in German literature history textbooks and other works is not 

                                                           
43R. Schlösser, ‘Ronsard und Schwabe von der Heyde’ (Euphorion, no. 6, pp. 271–276). 
44Klopsch op. cit., pp. 203 and following. 
45Ł. Kurdybacha, Jan Amos Komeński w Polsce (1628–1656) (Academic session in Leszno, Wrocław 1957, 
pp. 115 and following). 
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satisfactory. Existing gaps have been filled with various undocumented hypotheses that 
dim and pervert the true image. 

For example, the above-mentioned book by Newald states that Opitz had not 
found his formal ideal until his stay in the Netherlands46. Wentzlaff-Eggeberth advanced 
a theses that Gryphius only in the mid 1740s, after many years spent outside his 
country, replaced his Latin style with a German one, despite the fact that already ten 
year earlier he wrote some of his greatest poems, including such famous sonnets as 
Tränen des Vaterlandes and the sonnet on the Crucifixion according to Sarbiewski47. 

Due to such statements, under foreign influence, local artist have been 
underestimated, although they played a key role in the development of Silesian 
literature. It was not in the Netherlands, France or Italy that Silesians wrote their 
greatest poetic works, but in Silesia, or in Poland. It has been generally neglected that 
great Silesian poets of the 17th century were strongly engaged in political and 
ideological disputes. They were not—as has been commonly believed—pedantic, 
alienated scholars. Opitz, Gryphius, Czepko, Logau, Scheffler, Hofmannswaldau, Casper 
Lohenstein and others were very active in public life and did not treat their work as 'art 
for art's sake'. Nevertheless, a 19th-century myth still persists about an absent-minded 
scholar, who strives to compose his poems in a tiny room filled with dusted books. This 
image may only refer to school teachers and epigones, devoid of any poetic talent, but 
writing poems anyway. To certain extent, they were motivated by their profession. Once, 
they wrote poor pieces in Latin, then they also reached for the national language, 
constructing their works according to traditional rules. True poets of Silesia rarely wrote 
dissertations on theory of poetry. The only exception is Opitz, 'the father of German 
poetry’, who opened a new era in German literature, and created a short poetic 
programme. However, he only proposed general indications in order not to restrict 
poets with too detailed rules. For this reason he never rebuilt or extended his poetic 
theory, despite many occasions to do so. 

After restless, and often turbulent youth, Silesian poets entered the meanders of 
the internal and international politics, becoming devoted supporters of interests of 
different parties. Opitz, as the closest college of Dohna, then as an diplomatic agent of 
Piast princes, finally as the secretary of Polish king, Gryphius, Głógów 'syndyk', defended 
the interests of protestants. Czepko, councillor of Piast princes, was also very active in 
this area, trying at the same time to straighten up public affairs and ease the misery of 
the Silesian people. Logau, famous epigram writer, acted as a councillor of Piast princes, 
and his poetry is a clear evidence that he was aware of the current social and political 
situation. Hofman von Hofmannswaldau became Wrocław city councillor even before 
reaching the required age, and his fruitful diplomatic missions to the Empire court were 
quite famous. Casper Lohenstein also held important positions of a councillor and 
'syndyk' and was a prolific diplomat. We all know about heated debates and 
uncompromising engagement of Angelus Silesius, a former court doctor of prince of 
Oleśnica. Except for the latter one, they all studied law and had highest qualifications for 
public service. Quite often they also used their poetic skills for that purpose. 

Despite high positions occupied by Silesian poets, they almost always belonged to 
opposition. They represented the interests of Wrocław, Głógów, or Piast princes, 

                                                           
46Newald, Die deutsche Literatur..., p. 159. 
47V. Manheimer, Die Lyrik des Andreas Gryphius, Berlin 1904, p. 299. 
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threatened by the absolutism of the Habsburgs, to which they finally succumbed. With 
the death of the last Piasts, the Emperor seized power over entire Silesia, and the region 
lost its unique position within the Empire, which had so strongly influenced its 
literature. From the Opitz manifest to the death of the last great Silesian poets, all 
progressive learning centres in Silesia were liquidated, and the opposition was 
significantly enfeebled. Poetry lost its sharpness and strength, and was overtaken by a 
mass of epigones. This elderly environment offered no place for poetical talents. The 
only great Silesian poet of the early 18th century, Johann Christian Günther, was to 
experience that. It destroyed his talent and young life. 

 
translated by Katarzyna Hussar 


