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THE WONDERS IN THE SPESSART 
 
By Karl Immermann 
 
[This tale occurs in the novel of "Münchhausen," the narrator telling it 
to the object of his affections. It is necessary to state this to render the 
opening intelligible. The story is probably intended to satirize the 
speculative tendency of the Germans, and old Albertus Magnus seems 
a sort of representative of Hegel, whom Immermann openly attacks in 
the course of the "Münchhausen."] 
 
"Did you ever, Lisbeth, on a clear sunny day, go through a beautiful 
wood, in which the blue sky peered through the green diadems above 
you, where the exhalation of the trees was like a breath of God, and 
when thy foot scattered a thousand glittering pearls from the pointed 
grass?" 
 
"Yes, lately, Oswald dear, I went through the mountains to collect the 
rents. It is delightful to walk in a green fresh wood; I could ramble 
about one for whole days without meeting a soul, and without being in 
the least terrified. The turf is God's mantle, and we are guarded by a 
thousand angels, whether we sit or stand upon it. Now a hill--now a 
rock! I ran and ran, because I always thought, 'Behind, then, must be 
flying the wonderful bird with its blue and red wings, its golden 
crown upon its head.' I grew hot and red with running, but not weary. 
One does not get weary in a wood." 
 
"And when you did not see the wonderful bird behind the hill in the 
hedge, you stood still hard-breathing, and you heard afar in the valley 
of oaks the sound of the axe, which is the forest clock, and tells that 
man's hour is running even in such a lovely solitude." 
 
"Or farther, Oswald, the free prospect up the hill between the dark 
round beeches, and still closer, the brow of the hill crowned with lofty 
trunks! There red cows were feeding, and shook their bells, there the 
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dew on the grass gave a silvery hue to the sunlit valley, and the 
shadows of the cows and the trees played at hide-and-seek with each 
other." 
 
"Well, then, on such a sunny morning many hundred years ago, two 
young men met one another in the wood. It was in the great woody 
ridge of mountains, called Spessart, which forms the boundary 
between the joyous districts of the Rhine and the fertile Fraconia. That 
is a wood, dear Lisbeth, which is ten leagues broad and twenty long, 
covering plains and mountains, clifts and valleys. 
 
"On the great highway, which runs straight from the Rhine-land to 
Würzburg and Bamberg, these young men met each other. One came 
from the west, the other from the east. Their animals were as opposite 
as their directions. The one from the east sat upon a bay horse, which 
pranced merrily, and he looked right stately in his gay armour, and his 
cap of red velvet, from which the heron's plume descended; the one 
from the west wore a black cap without any mark of distinction, a 
long student's cloak of the same colour, and rode on a humble mule. 
 
"When the young knight had approached the travelling student, he 
stopped his bay, saluted the other in a friendly way, and said: 'Good 
friend, I was just going to alight, and to take my morning snack, but 
since two are required for love, gaming, and eating, if these three 
pleasant affairs are to go off properly, I beg leave to ask you, whether 
you will dismount and be my partner? A mouthfull of grass would no 
less suit your gray, than my bay. The day will be hot, and the beasts 
require some repose.' 
 
"The travelling student was pleased with this offer. Both alighted and 
seated themselves by the roadside on the wild thyme and lavender, 
from which, as they sat down, a white cloud of perfumes ascended, 
and a hundred bees that were disturbed in their labours arose 
humming. A squire, who had followed the young knight with a heavy 
laden horse, took charge of the two animals, gave his master a goblet 
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and bottle, together with bread and meat from the knapsack, unbridled 
the beasts, and let them graze by the roadside. 
 
"The travelling student felt the side-pocket of his cloak, drew back his 
hand with an air of vexation, and cried: 'Out upon my eternal 
abstraction! This very morning, I had packed up my breakfast so 
neatly in the inn, and then something else must needs come into my 
head, and make me forget my provisions.' 
 
"'If that is all,' cried the young knight, 'here is enough for you and me!' 
He divided the bread and meat, filled the goblet, and gave the other 
both liquid and solid. At the same time he examined him more 
closely, while the other on his side examined him also, and then a cry 
of astonishment was uttered by them both: 
 
"'Are you not?'--'Nay, art thou not?' they cried. 
 
"'I am indeed Conrad of Aufsess!' cried the young knight. 
 
"'And I Peter of Stellen,' cried the other. They embraced each other, 
and could hardly contain themselves for joy at this unexpected 
meeting. 
 
"They were indeed playfellows, who had met by accident in the 
verdant Spessart. Their fathers had been friends, and the sons had 
often played at bat and ball together; had quarrelled a hundred times, 
and as often made it up again. However, young Peter was always 
more quiet and reflective than his playfellow, who thought about 
nothing but the names of weapons and riding-equipage. At last Peter 
declared to his father that he wished to become learned, and he went 
to Cologne to sit at the feet of the celebrated Albertus Magnus, who 
was master of all the human sciences then known, and of whom, 
report said, that he was also deeply initiated in the occult arts. 
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"A considerable time had elapsed, since either of the playfellows had 
heard any thing of the other. After the first storm of joy had subsided, 
and breakfast was removed, the knight asked the student what had 
occurred to him. 
 
"'To that, my friend, I can give a very short answer, and ought to give 
thee a very long one. A short one, if I merely portray the outward 
form and shell of my life hitherto; a long one--ah, an infinitely long 
one, if thou desirest to taste the inner kernel of this shell.' 
 
"'Eh, silly fellow,' cried the knight, 'what hard discourse is this? Give 
the shell and a bit of the kernel, if the whole nut is too large for a 
single meal.' 
 
"'Then know,' replied the other, 'that my visible course of life was 
between narrow banks. I dwelt in a little dark street, at the back of a 
house inhabited by quiet people. My window looked upon a garden to 
the trees and shrubs of which a solemn background was formed by the 
wall of the Templars' house. I kept myself very solitary, associating 
neither with the citizens, nor with the students. The result is that I 
know nothing about the large city, except the street leading from my 
house to the Dominican convent, where my great master taught. When 
I returned to my cell, and had kept awake till midnight by my studying 
lamp, I sometimes looked out of window to cool my heated eyes by 
exposure to the deep starry heaven. I then often saw a light in the 
Templars' house opposite; the knights in the white mantles of their 
order passed along the galleries, like spirits in the glare of red torches, 
vanished behind the pillars, and re-appeared. In the extreme corner of 
the wing, curtains were let down before the windows, but through the 
thinner parts of these a singular light shone, while behind them 
melodies could be heard, sounding through the night sweetly and 
solemnly, like forbidden desires. 
 
"'Thus did my days pass insignificant to outward appearance, but 
internally a brilliant festival of all sorts of wonders. Albertus now 
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distinguished me above his other pupils; and in a short time I observed 
that he repeated to me with a particular emphasis, certain words, 
which passed unheeded by the rest. These were words which pointed 
to the mysterious connection of all human knowledge, and a common 
root, shooting into the darkest secrecy of that great tree, which in the 
light above unfolded its mighty branches;--as grammar, dialectics, 
eloquence, arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music. At such 
words his eyes would rest upon me, with the most penetrating glance, 
and my looks told him, that he had kindled in me a deep desire for the 
last and greatest treasures of his mind. 
 
"'By degrees, I became the confidant of his secret laboratory, and the 
pupil to which he intended to bequeath, as a precious legacy, a portion 
of his talent. There is only one marrow of things, which here in the 
metal is heavy and presses down, there in the waving plant, or the 
volatile bird, struggles to free itself from the original kernel. All 
things undergo a perpetual change. The Creator indeed works in 
nature, but nature also works for herself. And he who has the right 
power at his command can call forth her own peculiar independent 
life, so that the limbs which would otherwise remain bound in the 
Creator, will unfold themselves to new movements. My great master 
conducted me with a secure hand to that spring, where the marrow of 
things is flowing. I dipped my finger therein, and all my senses were 
at once filled with a superhuman power of perception. We often sat 
together in the sooty melting-room, and looked into the glow of the 
furnace; he before, on a low stool, I cowering behind him, giving the 
coals or the pieces of ore, which he flung into the crucible with his left 
hand, while with the right he affectionately held me. Then the metals 
defended themselves; the salts and acids crackled; the great Regulus, 
who rules all the world wished, as in a stormy fortress, to guard 
himself in the midst of sharp-angled crystals; the red, blue, and green 
vassals were kindled in wrath, and as if to keep us off, stretched their 
glaring spears towards us, but we broke through the works and 
destroyed the garrison, and the shining king humbly surrendered 
himself over the ruins of dross. Gold in itself is nothing to him whose 
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heart is not set on earthly things, but to perceive this dearest and most 
precious boon of nature in all and every thing, even in what is most 
trifling and insignificant, that is a great matter to the philosopher. At 
other times the stars showed us their curious circles which separated 
themselves as history, and sunk to the earth, or the intimate 
connection of tones and numbers was awakened to us and showed us 
links which no word can describe, but which are again much more 
revealed by tones and numbers. But in all this mysterious essence and 
interweaving, that it might not again become a cold sticky mass, 
floated, ever combining and ever freeing, that which separates itself, 
both in itself and in things, amid the contest of ever fading youth--the 
great, the unfathomable, the dialectic thought. 
 
"'Oh blessed satisfying time of the opened intelligence, of the 
wandering through the inner halls of the palace, at the metal doors of 
which others knock in vain! At last----" 
 
"The wandering student, whose lips during the narrative had been 
glowing more and more, took a deep red colour, while a strange fire 
flashed from his eyes, stopped short here, as though suddenly sobered 
from his inspiration. The knight wished in vain for the completion of 
the discourse, and then said to his friend: 'Well--at last?' 
 
"'At last,' replied the student, in a tone of feigned indifference, 'we 
were obliged to separate, if only for a short time. My great master 
now sends me to Ratisbon to ask for certain papers from the sacristy 
of the cathedral, which he left there as bishop. I shall bring them to 
him, and shall then, indeed, if I can, pass my life with him.' 
 
"The young knight poured the rest of his wine into the goblet, looked 
into it, and drank the wine more slowly than before. 'Thou hast told 
me strange things,' he began after a silence, 'but they do not stagger 
me. God's world appears to me so beautifully adorned, that I should 
take no delight in tearing away the charming veil, and looking in to 
the innermost core of things, as thou callest it. The sky is blue, the 
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stars shine, the wood rustles, the plants give fragrance, and this blue, 
this shining, this rustling, this fragrance--are they not the most 
beautiful things that can be, behind which there is nothing more 
beautiful? Pardon me, I do not envy thee thy secret knowledge. Poor 
fellow! this knowledge does not give thee a colour. Thy cheeks are 
quite pale and sunken.' 
 
"'Every one has his appointed path, one this, the other that,' replied the 
scholar. 'It is not the bounding of blood that constitutes life. Marble is 
white, and walls of marble generally enclose the spot in which stand 
the statues of the gods, yet enough of this, and now for thyself. What 
hast thou done since I last saw thee?' 
 
"'Oh! of that,' cried the young knight Conrad, with his usual light-
heartedness, 'there is little to be told! I got upon horseback and got off 
again, I went about to many a good prince's court, thrust many a spear, 
gained many thanks, missed many thanks, and peeped into many a 
lovely woman's eye. I can write my name, and press the knob of my 
sword in wax by the side of it, and I can rhyme a song, though not so 
well as Master Godfried of Strasburg.[1] I have gone through the 
initiatory ceremonies, and was dubbed a knight at Firchheim. Now I 
am riding to Mayence, where the emperor is going to hold a 
tournament, to tumble about a little and enjoy life.' 
 
"The student looked at the sun's place, and said: 'It is a pity that after 
such a friendly meeting we must so soon part. Nevertheless it is 
necessary, if we each design to fulfil our purpose to-day.' 
 
"'Come with me to Mayence,' cried the other, as he jumped up, and 
eyed the student with a singularly compassionate look, which, 
however, allowed a smile to appear. 'Leave that gloomy Ratisbon, and 
the cathedral and the sacristy; cheer up thy face among jolly fellows, 
by the round table, in the wine-cellar, and before the flowery windows 
of fair damsels. Let the sound of flute and shaum purify thine ears of 
the awful vigils of the Templars, who are considered mischievous 
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heretics and Baffomets' priests over all Christendom. Come to 
Mayence, Peter!' 
 
"He was already in his saddle, when he uttered these last words, and 
stretched out his hand as if in supplication, towards his friend, who 
turned aside and drew back his arm in token of refusal. 'What has 
come into your head?' he said, smiling reluctantly. 'Ah, friend Conrad, 
if I had already said every one has his appointed way, I would cry out 
to thee turn back, thou volatile heedless one! Youth fades away, the 
jest becomes hushed, the laugh will one day be found suddenly to fail, 
because the face has become too stiff, or grins repulsively from 
withered wrinkles! Woe then to him whose garners are not full, whose 
chambers are not stored! Ah, there must be something dismal in such 
a base, impoverished old age, and the proverb is right which says: 
'Those who at morn too merry are, shall reap at night sorrow and care.' 
Looking upon thee thus, oh brother of my youth, I may well feel 
troubled about thee, for who knows in what altered condition I may 
find thee again.' 
 
"The knight gave the student's hand a hearty shake and cried: 'Perhaps 
thou wilt be transformed when we meet again--wilt be decked out in 
velvet and satin, and surpass us all!' He darted off, and in the distance 
the student heard him sing a song which was then in every mouth, and 
sounded something like this: 
 
'No fairer flow'r, I vow, is known Than that bright rose, sweet 
woman's lips, With such luxuriance swelling. Close-lock'd at first, this 
flow'ret keeps, When as an infant bud 'tis shown All bold assaults 
repelling. But every flow'r is wash'd by May, On rosy lips he plants a 
kiss, And straight we see them fully blowing. Then rosy lips should 
find a kiss, And every kiss should in its day Find lips with fondness 
glowing.' 
 
"A butterfly flew up before the student. 'Is not the life of most men,' 
he said, 'to be compared to the fluttering of this moth? Light and 
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motley he goes flaunting about, and yet how barren and short are his 
joys.' He rolled about his great eyes, but only an empty alternation of 
light and shade reached these dim mirrors, not the full form, the fine 
colour. The wood looked on him from its green depths with an 
irresistible glance. 'Suppose,' he said, 'I leave my patient beast awhile 
on this grass-plot; it will not run away from me, and I feel the 
warmest desire to wander there for an hour. How refreshing it must be 
in the depths of the wood!' 
 
"He turned aside from the high road by a narrow path, which, after 
winding for a short distance through the tall trees, sloped down into 
the wood. Soon he found himself in a perfect solitude, with a rustling, 
whispering, and whining round him, while only a few single gleams 
of sun-light reflected with a green hue, played about him like ignis 
fatui. Sometimes he thought he heard his name called behind him in 
the distance, and--he did not know why--the call appeared to him 
hateful and repulsive. Then again he would take the sound to be a 
mere delusion, but whatever he thought he always got deeper and 
deeper into the dark forest. Large gnarled roots lay like snakes across 
the way, stretched out, so that the student was in danger of tumbling 
every moment. Stag-beetles stood like noble game in the moor, while 
the purest hues of golden vegetation shone from little nooks in the 
rocks. The perspiration stood on his forehead, and with increasing 
rapidity he penetrated the thicket, and fled from the bright sunny 
world without. It was not only the exercise of walking that made him 
hot, his mind was also labouring under a burden of heavy 
recollections. At last, after the pathway had long vanished from 
beneath his feet, he came to a beautiful, smooth, dark spot, among 
some mighty oak-trees. Still he heard his name called in the distance. 
'Here,' he said, 'the rude sound yonder will no more reach me; here I 
shall be quietly concealed.' He sunk down upon a great mossy stone, 
his heart heaved, he was struggling with a powerful desire. 'Forgive 
my presumption, great master,' he cried, 'but there is a knowledge 
which must be followed by action, otherwise it crushes a mortal. Here, 
nearer to the heart of the great mother, where amid sprouting and 
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growing, her pulse beats more audibly,--here must I utter the magic 
word, which I heard from thy sleeping lips, when thou spakest it in a 
dream; the word, at the sound of which the creature casts aside its 
veil, the powers which labour beneath bark and hide, and in the kernel 
of the rock, become visible, and the language of birds becomes 
intelligible to the ear.' 
 
"His lips already quivered to utter the word, but he restrained himself, 
for there appeared before his eyes the sorrowful glance with which his 
great master, Albertus, had entreated him to make no use of the art he 
had accidentally acquired, since heavy things impended over him who 
uttered the magic word designedly. 
 
"Nevertheless, he did call it out loudly into the wood, as if the 
prohibition and his own fear had given it additional force, and while 
he did so, he stretched out his right hand. 
 
"At once he felt a blow and a jerk, that made him think he had been 
struck by lightning. His eyes were blinded, and it seemed as though a 
violent whirlwind was hurling him through the immeasurable space. 
As terrified and giddy he felt about him with his hands, he touched 
indeed the mossy stone on which he had been standing, and therefore 
in his mind regained the earth, but now he had a new and unpleasant 
sign. For as previously he had been flung about the universe like an 
atom, it now seemed to him as if his body were infinitely extended. 
Amid the most frightful agonies, this newly-wakened power forced 
his limbs to such a monstrous size, that he thought he must be 
touching the sky. The bones of his head and chest were become as 
capacious as temples; into his ears fell strange, heavenly sounds of 
distracting effect, and he said to himself: 'That is the song of the stars 
in their golden orbits.' The pains at last were exchanged for a 
titillating pleasurable sensation, during which he felt his body again 
shrink up to its ordinary size, while the gigantic form remained 
standing around him like an outer shell, or a kind of atmosphere in 
aërial outline. The darkness left his eyes, while great, yellow-shining 
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surfaces of light, as with the sensation of dazzling, freed themselves 
from the pupils and glided into the corners, where they gradually 
disappeared. 
 
"While he thus regained his sight, a clear-toned, sweet chorus--he did 
not know whether it was the birds alone, or whether the boughs, 
bushes, and grasses joined in--sang quite plainly round him: 
 
'Yes, he shall hear it, Yes, he must bear it; To us he belongs alone. 
Soon will he By the green-wood tree, Be dumb and cold as a stone.' 
 
"In the block of mossy rock a light murmuring was audible. It seemed 
as though the stone wished to move itself and could not, like one in a 
trance. The student looked upon its surface, and lo! the green and red 
veins were running together into a very ancient countenance, which 
from its weary eyes looked upon him with such a mournful and 
supplicating aspect, that he turned aside with horror, and sought 
consolation among the trees, plants, and birds. 
 
"Among these all was changed likewise. When he trod on the short 
brown moss, it shrieked and groaned at the ungentle pressure, and he 
saw how it wrung its little hairy hands and shake its green or yellow 
heads. The stems of the plants and the trunks of the trees were in a 
constant spiral motion, and at the same time the bark, or the outer 
skin, allowed him to look into the inside, where little sprites were 
pouring fine glistening drops into the tubes. The clear fluid ran from 
tube to tube, while valves unceasingly opened and shut, until in the 
capillary tubes of the leaves at the very top, it was transformed to a 
green bloom. Soft explosions and fire now arose in the veins of the 
leaves; their finely cut lips ceaselessly breathed forth a kind of 
ethereal flame, while ceaselessly also the heavier part of those igneous 
phenomena glided about the leaves in soft waves of vapour. In the 
blue-bell flowers that were on the damp soil there was a ringing and 
singing; they consoled the poor old face of stone with a lively song, 
and told him that if they could only free themselves from the ground 
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they would with right good will release him. Out of the air strange 
green, red, and yellow signs, which seemed about to join themselves 
to some form, and then again were dissipated, peered at the student; 
worms and chafers crawled or stepped to him on every side, uttering 
all sorts of confused petitions. One wished to be this, another that; one 
wished for a new cover to his wings, another had broken his 
proboscis; those that were accustomed to float in the air begged for 
sunshine, those that crawled, for damp. All this rabble of insects 
called him their deity, so that his brain was nearly turned. 
 
"Among the birds there was no end to the chirping, twittering, and 
tale-telling. A spotted woodpecker clambered up and down the bark of 
an oak, hacked and picked after the worms, and was never tired of 
crying: 'I am the forester, I must take care of the wood.' The wren said 
to the finch: 'There is no more friendship among us. The peacock will 
not allow me to strike a circle, thinking that no one has a right to do so 
but himself, and therefore he has accused me to the supreme tribunal. 
Nevertheless I can strike as good a circle as he with my little brown 
tail.' 'Leave me alone,' replied the finch, 'I eat my grain and care for 
nothing else. I have cares of quite another sort. The proper artistical 
melody I can only add to my native woodland song when they have 
blinded me, but it is a terrible thing that no good can be done with one 
unless one is so horribly maimed.' Others chattered about thefts and 
murders, which no one but the birds had seen. 
 
'Over the road they fly, Traced by no mortal eye.' 
 
"Then they perched themselves stiffly on the branches and peeped 
down mockingly at the scholar, while two impudent titmice cried out: 
'There stands the conjurer listening to us and cannot make out what 
has happened to him.' 'Well, how he will stare!' screamed the whole 
troop, and off they flew with a chirping which sounded half like 
laughter. 
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"The scholar now felt something thrown in his face, and looking up, 
saw an ill-bred squirrel that had flung a hollow nut at his forehead, 
and now lay flat with his belly upon the bough, staring him full in the 
face, and crying: 'The full one for me, the hollow for thee!' 'Ye 
misbehaved rabble, let the strange gentleman alone,' cried a black and 
white magpie that came wagging her tail up to him, through the grass. 
She then seated herself on the student's shoulder, and said into his ear: 
'You must not judge of us all according to these uncourteous beasts, 
learned sir, there are well bred folks among us. Only see, through that 
aperture, yonder wise gentleman, the wild boar, how quietly he stands 
and eats his acorns, and fosters his thoughts in silence. Willingly I will 
give you my company and tell you all that I know, for talking is my 
delight, especially with old people.' 
 
"'There you are out in your reckoning,' said the student, 'I am still 
young.' 
 
"'Heavens, how men can deceive themselves,' cried the magpie, and 
she looked very thoughtful. 
 
"The student now thought he heard, from the depth of the wood, a 
sigh, the sound of which penetrated his heart. He asked the cause of 
his white and black companion, and she told him she would ask two 
lizards, who were eating their breakfast. He accordingly went, with 
the magpie on his shoulder, to the place where these creatures were to 
be found, and beheld a very pretty sight. The two lizards, sure enough, 
were genteel young ladies, for they sat under a great mushroom, 
which stretched its golden yellow roof over them like a splendid 
marquee. There they sat imbibing, with their little brown tongues, the 
dew from the grass, and then wiping their mouths with one of the 
blades, they went to take a walk together in a neighbouring grove of 
fern, which seemingly belonged to the one who had invited her friend 
to the visit. 'Shack! shack!' cried the magpie, 'the gentleman wants to 
know who it was that sighed.' The lizards raised their heads, waggled 
their tails and cried, 
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'In the bower by the spring the Princess sleeps; Safely the spider the 
lady keeps.' 
 
"'Hem,' said the magpie, shaking her head, 'to think that one can be so 
forgetful. To be sure in the adjoining beechen-bower slumbers the fair 
Princess Doralice, about whom wicked King Spider has spun his web. 
Oh, if you could save her, learned sir!' The student's heart was stirred, 
and he asked the magpie where the bower was. The bird flew before 
him, from bough to bough, to show him the way, till at last they came 
to a quiet meadow, enclosed all round, through which a streamlet, 
taking its source from a cleft in the rocks, was flowing among some 
pretty bowers formed by beech-trees. These trees had struck their 
branches into the earth, and thus arched over the ground like a roof, 
through which the fine leaves of the fern were peering forth, forming 
as it were the gables and loopholes of the little leafy dwelling. Upon 
these the magpie sprang, peeped through a loophole, and whispered 
mysteriously, 'Here sleeps the princess!" The student approached with 
beating heart, knelt before the opening of the bower and looked 
within. Ah, there was a sight that set his whole soul and senses into a 
commotion more violent than when he uttered the magical word! On 
the moss, which rose like a pillow round its fair burden, the loveliest 
maiden was lying asleep. Her head was somewhat raised, one arm was 
placed under it, and her white fingers glistened through the gold-
brown hair, which in long soft streams delicately wound about her 
neck and bosom. With unspeakable delight and, at the same time, with 
a feeling of melancholy the student gazed upon the noble face, the 
purple lips, the full white limbs, which cast a bright reflection on the 
dark moss. The circumstance that the sleeper, as if oppressed by some 
mysterious weight, appeared to breathe in a soft agony, only rendered 
her more charming in his eyes; he felt that his heart was captivated for 
ever, and that those lips alone could still his passion. 'Is it not a 
shame,' said the magpie, as she hopped through the hole into the 
bower and perched on the sleeper's arm, 'that so lovely a princess 
should thus be bound by a web?' 'A web?' asked the student; 'she is 
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indeed lying there wrapped in her white veil.' 'Oh, folly!' cried the 
magpie, 'I tell you that is all cobweb, and King Spider made it.' 'But 
who is King Spider?' 
 
"'In his human state he was a wealthy maker of yarn,' replied the 
magpie, pleasantly wagging her tail. 'His factory was not distant from 
here, being by the river-side without the wood, and about a hundred 
workmen spun under him. The yarn they used to wash in the stream. 
This was the dwelling-place of the Nixy, who was very much enraged, 
that they troubled his clear waters with their filthy washing, especially 
as all his children, the trout and the smelts, died from the carious 
matter: he tangled the yarn, the waves were forced to cast it over the 
shore, he drove it downwards into the whirlpool to warn the master-
spinner, but all was in vain. At last, on Midsummer-day, when the 
river-spirits have power to frighten and to injure, he sprinkled some 
magic water in the faces of the whole troop of spinners and their chief, 
as they were carrying on their washing as boldly and unscrupulously 
as ever, and just as bloodthirsty men may be changed into wear-
wolves, and wear-cats, so did they become wear-spiders. They all ran 
from the river to the wood, and were hanging everywhere from the 
trees and bushes by their web. The workmen have become diminutive 
spiders, and catch flies and gnats, but their master has retained nearly 
his former size, and is called the spider-king. He lies in watch for 
pretty girls, spins his web round them, lulls their senses with his 
poisonous exhalations, and then sucks the blood from their hearts. At 
last he overcame this princess, who had strayed from her retinue in the 
wood. See, there, there, he is stirring among the bushes." 
 
"And indeed it seemed to the student as if he saw glimmering through 
the branches, right opposite to him, the body of a gigantic spider; two 
hairy feet, as thick as human arms, were working their way through 
the foliage. He felt dreadfully alarmed for the lovely sleeper, and 
wished to oppose the monster. 'Vain is your attempt!' cried the 
magpie, flapping her wings; 'all enchanted men have fearful power, 
and this monster could strangle you with his web; however, strew 
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some fern-seed on the breast of the fair one; that will make her 
invisible to the spider-king, and so long as any particle of it remains, 
its virtue will last.' In the greatest haste the student rubbed the brown 
dust from the under surface of a fern-leaf, and did as the bird had 
desired. While during this act, he bent over the sleeper, his cheek felt 
her breath. Enraptured, he cried, 'Are there no means of freeing this 
beloved form?' 'Oh,' screamed the bird, as she madly flew round the 
student with a sort of zig-zag motion, 'if you ask me about means, 
there are many indeed. Our wise old man in the cleft has the yew-tree 
in keeping, and if you can get a branch of that, and with it touch the 
fair one thrice upon the forehead, all her bonds will be dissolved: 
 
'Before the yew tree, All magic must flee.' 
 
She will then sink in your arms, and belong to you, as her deliverer.' 
 
"At this moment it seemed as though the sleeper heard the bird's 
discourse. Her beautiful face was suffused with a delicate redness, and 
her features took the expression of an ineffable desire. 'Lead me to the 
wise old man!' cried the student, half beside himself. 
 
"The bird hopped into the bushes, and the student hurried after her. 
The magpie fluttered up a narrow rocky path which soon led over a 
marsh and wildly scattered blocks of stones, with great peril to the 
traveller. The student was forced to clamber from block to block that 
he might not sink into the marsh. His knees trembled, his heart 
heaved, his temples were bathed in a cold sweat. As he hastened along 
he plucked off flowers and leaves and sprinkled them on the stones 
that he might again find his way. At last he stood on an eminence of 
considerable height upon a spacious rocky portal, from the dark 
hollow of which an icy-cold breeze blew towards him. Here nature 
seemed to be in her primitive state of fermention, so fearfully and in 
such wild disorder did the masses of stone stand over, by, and before 
the cavern. 
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"'Here dwells our wise man!' cried the magpie, while she bristled up 
her feathers from her head to her tail, which gave her a most 
unpleasant and repulsive appearance, 'I will announce you, and ask 
how he feels disposed as to your wish.' With these words, she slipped 
into the hollow, and almost immediately jumped back again, crying, 
'The old man is peevish and obstinate, and he will not give you the 
bough of yew, unless you stop up all the chinks in the cavern, for he 
says the draught annoys him. Before you can do this, many years may 
have passed.' 
 
"The student plucked up as much of the moss and herbage as he 
could, and, not without a feeling of dread, entered the cavern. Within 
strangely-shaped stalactites were staring at him from the walls, and he 
did not know where to turn his eyes to avoid these hideous forms. He 
wished to penetrate deeper by the rocky path, but from the further 
corner a voice snorted forth to him: 'Back! disturb me not in my 
researches, pursue thy occupation there in the front!' He wished to 
discover who was speaking, but only saw a pair of red fiery eyes, that 
shone out of the darkness. He now set about his task, stopped up with 
moss and herbage every chink through which a glimmer of daylight 
passed, but this was a difficult, and--as it seemed to him--an endless 
task. For when he thought he had done with one cranny and might 
turn to another, the stopping fell out, and he was obliged to begin 
anew. The snorting thing at the back of the cavern went on rattling out 
sounds without meaning, only occasionally uttering intelligible words, 
which seemed to denote that the creature was boasting of its deep 
investigations. 
 
"Time appeared to the student to be hastening along with the greatest 
rapidity, while he was pursuing his work of despair. Days, weeks, 
months, years, seemed to come and go, and yet he felt nothing like 
hunger or thirst. He fancied he was nearly mad, and with a kind of 
feigned passion, quietly repeated to himself the year in which he had 
entered the wood, and that it was on the day of Peter and Paul, that he 
might not lose all notion of time. The image of his beloved sleeper 
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appeared to him as from a far distance, he wept with desire and 
sorrow, and yet he felt no tears flowing down his cheeks. All at once it 
seemed to him as if he saw a well-known figure approach the sleeper, 
contemplate her with rapture, and then bend over her as if to kiss her. 
At this moment he was entirely conscious of pain and jealousy, and, 
forgetting all around him, he darted towards the dark background of 
the cavern. 'The yew-branch!' he cried, eagerly. 'There it grows,' said 
the glaring snorting thing, and at the same time he felt in his hand the 
branch of a tree, which grew from a dark chink in the grotto. He was 
in the act of breaking one of the branches, when he heard a 
whimpering noise around him, the glaring creature snorted louder than 
ever, the cavern reeled, shook, and fell in, all became dark in the eyes 
of the student, and he involuntarily shouted out: 
 
'Before the yew tree, All magic must flee.' 
 
"When his eyes again became clear, he looked around him. A dry, 
strangely-discoloured stick was in his hand. He stood amid a heap of 
stones, which arched themselves to a cavern, which was not very 
large. In the depth of it he heard shrill, piping sounds, like those 
commonly uttered by great owls. The place around seemed changed. 
It was a moderate eminence, bare, and scanty, and sprinkled over with 
stones of no remarkable magnitude, between which the path by which 
he had ascended, led on one side, through the damp soil, to the abyss. 
Of the large blocks of rock, nothing more was to be seen. He was 
freezing with cold, although the sun was high in the heavens, and, as it 
seemed to him, in the same place as when he went out to fetch the 
bough, which had now become a withered stick in his hand. Stepping 
over the stones, he went down the path; the journey seemed 
wearisome, he was obliged to support himself on the stick, his head 
hung down on his breast, and he heard his breath, as it struggled forth 
with difficulty. On a slippery part of the pathway his foot slid, and he 
was obliged to cling to the hedge. In this act his hand came close to 
his eye, and appeared gray and wrinkled. 'Good God!' cried he, seized 
with horror, 'have I then so long----?' He did not dare to utter his own 
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thoughts. 'No,' said he, forcibly calming himself, 'it is the cold wood-
breeze that so freezes me; the exertion has made me weak, and the 
broken greenish light, which falls through the hedges, gives my hands 
this singular colour.' He stepped farther, and saw, lying on the stones, 
the wild flowers and leaves, which he had thrown, on his ascent, to 
mark the way. They were as fresh as if they had been but just placed 
there. This was a new riddle for him. A charcoal-burner was chopping 
away the trees by the wayside, and cutting off branches; so he asked 
him what day it was. 'Eh, father,' said the man, 'are you such a bad 
Christian, that you do not know the Apostles' days? This is Peter and 
Paul's day, when the stag leaves the wood for the corn. I am cutting 
out a toy for my young one, out of the veiny bough. For any other 
purpose, I do not work on this day; but that is all for pleasure and 
pastime, and is allowed, says the chaplain.' 
 
"'I pray you, my good fellow,' said the student, who felt a sensation of 
horror, more and more painful, pervading him, 'tell in what year of our 
Lord we are!' The charcoal-burner, whom even the holiday's wash had 
not quite freed from soot, raised up his strong-limbed black figure 
from among the green bushes, and, after some hesitation, told the 
year. 
 
"'Oh, my Redeemer!' shrieked the student, and, no longer supported 
by his stick, he fell upon the stones. He then cast the stick away, and 
crawled trembling down the stony path. 
 
The black charcoal-burner, amazed, came out of the hedge upon the 
stones, with the branch in his hand, saw the stick lying before him, 
crossed himself, and said: 'That is off the yew-tree, which grows 
yonder on the Eulenstein, where the owl has his nest. They say that it 
will enchant, and free that which is enchanted already. God help us! 
the old man has uttered wicked things.' He then returned to the bushes, 
to go to his hut, and cut the plaything for his boy. 
 
* * * * * 
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"In the pleasant woodland meadow below, near the beechen arbour, 
and by the clear brook, which had there washed its banks to a wide 
basin, sat the young knight, Conrad, and the fair one whom he had 
awakened from slumber without any magic arts. The red, blue, and 
yellow flower-cups pressed forth out of the grass around them, and the 
pair bloomed in youth and beauty--the knight in gay accoutrements, 
the maiden in her silver-bright veil, as the fairest flower that decked 
the enamel. He had his arm gently round her waist, and said, looking 
with every appearance of sincerity into her eye: 'By the ashes of my 
dear mother, and by the holy sign on the hilt of this sword, I am, as I 
have named myself to thee, lord of castles, and ruler of my own life, 
and I entreat thee, thou lovely wonder of this forest, to let thy lips 
speak the word which shall make me thine for ever, with the blessing 
of the priest before the altar.' 
 
"'And what word dost thou desire?' said the fair one, as she modestly 
lowered her eye-lashes. 'Have not my eye, my cheek, my palpitating 
bosom told all? Love[2] is a powerful queen, she pursues her path 
unawares, and seizes whom she pleases, without suffering resistance. 
Conduct me, before the decline of day, to the pious abbess of the 
cloister at Odenwald, she will take me under her protection, and there 
will I abide between quiet walls, till you come, and fetch me to your 
home.' 
 
"She was about to rise, but the young knight softly detained her, and 
said, 'Let us yet remain a few moments in this spot where my 
happiness sprang up, like a golden legend. I still fear that you will 
vanish from my sight, like some charming wood nymph. Help me to 
believe in thee and thy lovely mortality. How didst thou come hither? 
What had befallen thee?' 
 
"'This morning,' replied the fair one, 'I had fled into the forest from 
my guardian, Count Archimbald, whose wicked designs, whether 
upon me or my property I know not, were suddenly most frightfully 
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apparent. Of what use is a rich inheritance to youth and woman? She 
is always left to herself and unprotected. I wished to fly to the abbess, 
I wished to apply to the emperor at Mayence, indeed I scarcely knew 
what I wished. Thus I came into these green halls of trees, my 
thoughts were not directed to the true Aid, my thoughts were at war 
with Heaven. Suddenly, while I saw this meadow already before me, I 
fancied that something was spoken over yonder in the bushes, upon 
which I felt myself and all around me transformed. I cannot describe 
the word nor the sound of it, my beloved. The song of the nightingale 
is harsh to its sweetness, and the rolling of the thunder is but a weak 
whisper compared to it. It was certainly the most mysterious and the 
most compulsory communication which is possible between heaven 
and earth. On me it exercised an irresistible power, as it fell into a 
mind that had lost all self-control, into the tumult of my senses, and 
there was in me no holy thought to oppose it. My eyes closed, and yet 
I could see the path before me, which my feet, as though conducted by 
soft, invisible hands, were forced to tread. I slept and yet I did not 
sleep; it was an indescribable situation under the influence of which I 
at length sank down on the soft recess in yonder arbour. Every thing 
around me was speaking and singing, I felt within me the billow-like 
commotion of the most tumultuous rapture, every drop of my blood 
flashed and danced through my veins, and yet in the depth of my soul 
there was the most extreme horror at my state, and the most ardent 
prayer for an awakening from my slumber. I perceived at the same 
time that nothing of the horror appeared in my face, for strange to say 
I could look at myself, and I saw that my cheeks smiled with delight, 
as if songs of heavenly joy were sung to me. The sensation of pleasure 
penetrated deeper and deeper into my heart, that of horror receded 
more and more, and I felt dreadfully alarmed lest this one small point 
should be totally extinguished, and I should have nothing but pleasure. 
In this state of trouble, and apparently the loss of all consciousness, I 
vowed that I would belong to him, who should awaken and deliver 
me. I now perceived through my closed eyelids a dark form stooping 
over me. The form was large and noble, and yet I felt a deep 
repugnance towards this person, while the thought that it might be he, 
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who had uttered the fatal word passed through my mind like a 
shadow; nevertheless I still cried out, silently indeed, but yet loudly, 
to myself, 'If he wakens thee and delivers thee, thou must belong to 
him for this ineffable benefit, for thou hast vowed it.' He did not 
awaken me!' 
 
"'I--I have awakened thee, my dearest love, and not by charms and 
benedictions, no; but with a burning kiss on thy red lips!' cried the 
young knight, with transport, as he embraced the fair Emma. 'Strange 
have been the wonders in the Spessart which have brought us 
together. On the highway yonder I had parted from my dear friend 
Peter, after the strangest and most intricate discussion. When I had 
proceeded a few hundred paces I suddenly felt very uneasy about him, 
so I alighted, and wished again and again to exhort him to leave his 
dark ways, and go with me to Mayence. As soon as I turned, I saw 
him slip into the wood. I cried his name, but he heard me not. My 
spurs hindered me from walking fast; I could only follow him in the 
distance, but nevertheless I did not desist from calling after him, 
although it was all in vain. At last I lost sight of his black cloak among 
the trees. The beautiful green meadow was sparkling before me, and I 
wished to look at the bright radiance of the flowers, so I came hither, 
after looking for my friend in every direction. In the wood around me, 
there was a constant stirring and waving from the breezes, the worms 
were all in motion, the birds chirped and fluttered in a manner quite 
peculiar. However there was no influence over me, probably because I 
was thinking of the plain good path to which I would willingly bring 
Peter. When I found thee sleeping, the most acute pity, together with 
the power of the sweetest love, affected my heart, and I felt joyous. I 
nevertheless shed the most scalding tears that ever flowed from my 
lively eyes. I think I was allowed to peep into the corner, where that 
horror thou speakest of, dwelt. Sobbing and laughing at the same time, 
I cried 
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'I vow there's not a flow'r that blows, Can rival woman's rosy lips, 
Where ev'ry sweet is dwelling. The rose at May's soft kisses glows, 
And sure a kiss should grace those lips So fondly, sweetly swelling.' 
 
"'And then my lips, in God's name, gave thine their greeting.' 
 
"'And the fetters fell from me, I awoke, and my first glance met thy 
faithful, weeping eye,' cried the fair Emma. 'I thanked God, on whose 
name I again thought, for my deliverance; and then I thanked Him that 
it was thou, and not that dark man, that had delivered me.' 
 
"The young knight became thoughtful. 'I fear,' said he, 'that all the 
mysterious wonders of this wood stand in connexion with Peter. I fear 
that on this day, when I have gained my love, I have lost my friend. 
What can have become of him?' 
 
"The youthful pair started from each other, for they saw in the water 
at their feet, between their own blooming heads, an icy gray, aged one 
reflected. 'Here he is,' said a trembling, stooping old man, with hair as 
white as snow, who stood behind them. He wore the new black cloak 
of the student. 
 
"'Yes,' said the old man, with weak, faint voice, 'I am thy friend, Peter 
of Stetten. I have stood long behind you, and I have heard your 
converse, and our fates are clear enough. It is still the day of Peter and 
Paul, on which we met and parted on the highway, which is scarcely a 
thousand paces from here, and since we parted, perhaps an hour may 
have elapsed, for the shadow which yonder hedge casts upon the turf, 
is but a little increased. Before that hour we were four-and-twenty 
years of age; but during that hour you have become sixty minutes 
older, and I sixty years. I am now four-and-eighty. Thus do we see 
each other again; indeed I did not think it.' 
 
"Conrad and Emma had arisen. She clung timidly to her lover, and 
said softly: 'It is a poor madman.' But the old man said: 'No, fair 
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Emma, I am not mad. I have loved thee; my spell influenced thee, and 
thou mightest have been mine, had I been permitted to kiss thy rosy 
lips in God's name--the only benediction by which fair love may be 
awakened. Instead of this, I was forced to go in quest of the yew-
bough, and to keep the wind and weather out of the owl's cave. All has 
happened of necessity. He has gained the bride, I have gained--death.' 
 
"Conrad had been looking with fixed eyes at the countenance of the 
old man, to see if he could detect among the wrinkles one former 
lineament of the friend of his youth. At last he stammered forth: 'I 
entreat thee, man, tell us how this transformation was brought about, 
lest our brains be turned, and we do something frightful.' 
 
"'Whoever tempts God and nature shall behold sights, the presence of 
which shall quickly wither him,' replied the old man. 'Therefore, man, 
even if he see the plants grow, and understand the discourse of birds, 
remains as simple as before, allows a foolish magpie to pass off upon 
him fables of a princess and a spider-king, and takes ladies' veils for 
cobwebs. Nature is a curtain, no magical word can remove it--it will 
only make thyself an old fable.' 
 
"He retired slowly into the depths of the wood, whither Conrad did 
not venture to follow him. He conducted his Emma from the shadow 
of the trees to the broad road, where the light played in all its colours 
around the tops of the trees. 
 
"For some time did travellers in the Spessart hear a hollow and ghost-
like voice, behind the rocks and thick groups of trees, utter rhymes, 
which to some sounded like nonsense, to others like perfect wisdom. 
If they followed the sound, they found the old man, whose years were 
yet so few, as with faded eyes, and hands resting on his knees, he 
looked fixedly in the distance, and uttered sentences, none of which 
have been preserved. Soon, however, they were heard no more, 
neither was the corpse of the old man discovered. 
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"Conrad married his Emma; she bore him fair children, and he lived 
happily with her to an advanced age." 
 
J. O. 
 
 
 
[1] One of the most celebrated poets in the 12th and 13th centuries. 
 
[2] The old word for "lore" Minne, from which "Minnesinger" is 
derived, is feminine. 
 
 


