The emergence of a new theory of literature in the German
Romantic period constituted a decisive turning-point in
the history of criticism. Prepared by new trends in critical
thought during the latter half of the eighteenth century, a
view of the literary work and the artistic process developed
which diverged sharply from the dominant classicist
understanding of aesthetics and poetics. It recognized the
infinite changeability of genres, their constant mingling,
and the frequent emergence of new literary forms, and
asserted the rights of genius and creative imagination. It
was also characterized by its intimate connection with the
prevailing philosophy of'its time, transcendental idealism.
Professor Behler provides a new account of this crucial
movement, illustrating each theoretical topic with close
reference to a characteristic work by a major writer of the
period.
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Preface

Since its appearance in critical writings of the late eighteenth
century, especially through the periodical Athenaeum (1798—
1800), the early Romantic literary theory of Germany has
enjoyed the reputation of having introduced a new manner of
thinking about poetry and our approach to literary works in the
West. This reputation has manifested itself not only in the
appreciation and adoption of a new critical attitude, but also in
sharp polemics against its alleged aesthetic absolutism. Such
intense scrutiny has resulted in a widespread influence of early
German Romantic thought on the critical scene during the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as evidenced by its recep-
tion by Coleridge, Poe, and Baudelaire, by Scandinavian and
Slavic critics, and in the literary thinking of the main Medi-
terranean countries of Europe. This reception has generally
understood the early Romantic literary theory of Germany as a
rupture with the system of mimesis and representation that had
dominated European aesthetic thought during the previous
centuries.

A certain disproportion can be detected between the casual
origin of the theory and its actual importance and influence on
successive centuries of critical thought. The formation of what
we call early Romantic theory actually lasted scarcely more
than six years, from about 1795 to 1801, and was the communal
product of a group of about six young authors of different
backgrounds and orientations who, out of mutual interests and
communal literary pursuits, assembled for a few years and were
ironically labelled the ‘new school’ or the ‘Romantic school’ by
their contemporaries. After the turn of the century the members

ix



X Preface

of the group dispersed, each taking his own path. Their manner
of collaboration was by no means planned, concerted, or
organized, but showed a casual and fluid type of personal
interrelationship. For this reason, we should perhaps charac-
terize their work not as a theory of literature in the sense of a
doctrine, but rather as an assembly of different views about
poetry from the various perspectives of these authors. Never-
theless, the initial impulse for what we consider the Romantic
turning-point in the history of criticism and literary theory
undoubtedly stems from the collaborative efforts of the members
of this group around the end of the eighteenth century.

A phenomenon of such prominence has been the subject of
many studies in Germany and other countries. The renewed
interest in the origins of our modernity, stimulated by the
contemporary debate about modernism and postmodernism, as
well as the completion and continued work on some of the major
editions of the early Romantics, permits us to take a new look at
early Romantic literary theory from the perspective of the late
twentieth century. This book does not aim at a systematic
presentation of a doctrine containing an objective body of
knowledge, but approaches the subject from its genesis, the
formation of the theory in progressive stages, and from the
diverse points of view of its authors. Plurality, diversity of
opinion, and the developmental character of the theory, its
‘eternal becoming’, are the main objectives. From this per-
spective, early Romantic literary theory is not so much
something which can be encapsulated in a chapter in the history
of criticism and literary theory, but a basic reflection on poetry
without limit or conclusion.

Special thanks go to Frauke Plummer, our departmental
secretary, my research assistants Ann Schmiesing Linda
Avraamides, and Eric Ames, but above all to my wife and
colleague Diana Behler, with whom I have discussed
Romanticism more than with anyone else.
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Caroline Michaelis born on 2 September in Géttingen
as the daughter of the Orientalist Johann David
Michaelis. Educated at home.

Dorothea (Brendel} Mendelssohn born on 24 October
in Berlin as the daughter of Moses Mendelssohn and
his wife Fromet, née Gugenheim. Educated mainly by
her father.

August Wilhelm Schlegel born on 8 September in
Hanover as the son of General Superintendent Johann
Adolf Schlegel and his wife Erdmuthe, née Hiibsch.
High school education in Hanover.

Friedrich Schleiermacher born on 21 November in
Breslau as the son of the Protestant army chaplain
Gottlieb Adolph Schleiermacher. Educated in the
Herrenhut schools of Silesia, at the college in Niesky,
and at the seminary in Barby (all Herrenhut insti-
tutions).

Friedrich Schlegel born on 10 March in Hanover.
Educated at home, mainly by his brothers, especially
August Wilhelm.

Novalis (Friedrich von Hardenberg) born on 2 May
in Oberwiederstiddt as the son of the director of the
salt-mines, Heinrich Ulrich Erasmus von Harden-
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1786

1787
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berg, and his wife Auguste Bernhardina, née von
Bolzig. Education at home by tutors.

Ludwig Tieck born on 31 May in Berlin as the son of
a rope-maker.

Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder born in Berlin as the
son of a high city official in the municipal ad-
ministration.

Beginning of Tieck’s and Wackenroder’s education at
the high school Friedrichs Werd.

Marriage of Dorothea Mendelssohn to the Berlin
banker Simon Veit.

On 15 June, marriage of Caroline Michaelis to the
Clausthal physician Johann Franz Wilhelm Bohmer.

A. W. Schlegel’s immatriculation at the University of
Gottingen for the study of ancient and modern
literature ; his friendship with Gottfried August Biirger
starts; publications in the Gottingen AMusenalmanach
(Almanac of the Muses).

Schleiermacher’s immatriculation at the University of
Halle for the study of theology and philosophy.

Caroline Bohmer’s return to her home in Géttingen
after the early death of her husband. Acquaintance
with A. W. Schlegel who courts her.

Friedrich Schlegel’s apprenticeship at the Schlemm
Bank in Leipzig; sudden return to his home in
Hanover and preparation for university study under
the tutelage of A. W. Schlegel; brief visits to his sister
Charlotte in Dresden and frequenting of the gallery of
antiquities.
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1790

1791

1792
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Schleiermacher in Drossen to prepare for his first
examination in theology.

Publications by A. W. Schlegel in the Gottingen
Journal of Learned Subjects.

Novalis’ immatriculation at the University of Jena for
the study of law.

Friedrich Schlegel’s immatriculation at the University
of Gottingen for the study of law.

Schleiermacher as tutor in the house of Count Dohna
in Schlobitten (West Prussia).

A. W. Schiegel’s graduation as a Rat (MA).

A. W. Schlegel as tutor in the house of the Amsterdam
banker Henry Muilman; correspondence with Caro-
line B6hmer.

Friedrich Schlegel’s immatriculation at the University
of Leipzig for the study of law (and literature).

Novalis’ immatriculation at the University of Leipzig
for the study of law.

Beginning of the friendship between Friedrich
Schlegel and Novalis in January; expensive love
affairs on the part of the two friends (August 1792 to
Easter 1793).

Tieck’s immatriculation at the University of Halle for
the study of theology (and classical literature).

Wackenroder’s preparation for the study of law in
Berlin.

A. W. Schlegel collaborates with the Gottingen Al-
manac of the Muses.

Tieck’s immatriculation at the University of Gottin-
gen for the study of literature.
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1793

1794
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Caroline Bohmer settles in Mainz in the house of
Georg and Therese Forster. Surrender of the fortress
of Mainz to the French revolutionary army (October).
Caroline’s activity as a ‘Clubbist’ of the Republic of
Mainz.

Novalis’ immatriculation at the University of Witten-
berg (April).

Friedrich Schlegel’s decision to devote himself to a
theory of literature (end of May).

Tieck’s and Wackenroder’s immatriculation at the
University of Erlangen, Tieck for the study of modern
literature and Wackenroder for the study of law;
communal visits to Nuremberg, Bamberg and Pom-
mersfelden to inspect works of art.

Caroline’s imprisonment at Fort Kénigstein following
the surrender of the Republic of Mainz to the Prussian
army ; temporary settlement at the village of Lucka,
near Leipzig, with the help of A. W. Schlegel; close
contact with Friedrich Schlegel.

Friedrich Schlegel assumes his private study of Greek
literature in Dresden ( January).

A. W. Schlegel’s collaboration with Schiller’s Horae
and Almanac of the Muses.

Tieck and Wackenroder return to Berlin (autumn),
Wackenroder as lawyer in the city administration and
Tieck as a freelance writer.

Novalis obtains his law degree and assumes an
administrative position in Tennstedt; acquaintance
with Sophie von Kiihn (15 March).

A. W_ Schlegel’s return to Germany ( July), to Hano-
ver and Brunswick, and assumption of a metrical
translation of Shakespeare.
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Meeting between Novalis, Fichte, and Hélderlin in
the Jena house of the philosopher Niethammer.

Onset of Sophie von Kiithn’s ailment in November.

Novalis is appointed to the administration of the salt-
mines in WeiBlenfels (30 December).

Schleiermacher’s appointment as preacher at the
Charité in Berlin.

A. W. Schlegel’s visit to his brother Friedrich in
Dresden (April).

A. W. Schlegel’s marriage to Caroline Béhmer (1
July) ; the couple settle in Jena.

Beginning of Friedrich Schlegel’s collaboration with
Johann Friedrich Reichardt’s journal Deutschland;
publication of his review of Schiller’s Horae in this
journal; move to Jena (beginning of August) and
renewal of his friendship with Novalis; close relation-
ship with Fichte.

Sophie von Kiihn receives medical treatment in Jena
and returns to Griiningen in December.

Appearance of the first volume of A. W. Schlegel’s
Shakespeare translation (Romeo and jfuliet and A
Midsummer Night's Dream).

Schiller breaks with the Schlegel brothers (31 May).

Friedrich Schlegel moves to Berlin (15 July) and
frequents the salon of Henriette Herz where he meets
Dorothea Veit and Schleiermacher; beginning of the
friendship with Schleiermacher; Dorothea assumes a
love relationship with Friedrich Schiegel and leaves
her family.

Sophie von Kiihn’s death (19 March).

Beginning of Wackenroder’s illness.
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Wackenroder’s death on 17 February.
Appearance of the first issue of the Athenaeum in May.

Sojourn of the early Romantics (A. W. Schlegel,
Friedrich Schlegel, Caroline, Novalis, Fichte, and
Schelling) in Dresden to inspect the art galleries.

Novalis’ engagement to Julie von Charpentier
(December).

A. W. Schlegel lectures on the philosophical doctrine
of art at the University of Jena (winter semester).

Dorothea’s divorce from Simon Veit ( January).
Publication of Friedrich Schlegel’s Lucinde.
Appearance of Tieck’s translation of Don Quixote.
Tieck’s marriage to Amalie Alberti.

Friedrich Schlegel returns to Jena in September where
the group of the early Romantics (A. W. and Friedrich
Schlegel, Caroline, Dorothea, Tieck, Novalis, Schell-
ing), with the exception of Schleiermacher, has
gathered.

Acquaintance between Tieck and Novalis (17 July).

Breakdown of A. W. and Caroline Schlegel’s marriage
and move of A.W. Schlegel to Berlin. Friedrich
Schlegel obtains the doctorate and the venia legend:
(Habilitation) at the University of Jena and assumes his
lectures on transcendental philosophy (winter sem-
ester).

Appearance of the last issue of the Athenaeum.

Deterioration of Novalis’ health.
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Novalis’ death (25 March).

Friedrich Schlegel’s move to Berlin; close friendship
with Rahel Levin.

A. W. Schlegel’s public Berlin lectures on literature
and art.

Schleiermacher as Court Preacher in Stolp (spring) ;
beginning of his Plato translation.

Friedrich and Dorothea Schiegel’s move to Dresden
(17 January); beginning of their journey to Paris
(May) via Leipzig (book fair) and Weimar (premiere
of Friedrich Schlegel’s Alarcos at the court theatre,
staged by Goethe). In Paris, Schlegel assumes lectures
on German literature and philosophy.

During the winter of 1802—3, A. W. Schlegel’s public
Berlin lectures on literature (mainly of Greek and
Latin literature).

Divorce of Caroline from A. W. Schlegel and mar-
riage to Schelling (26 June); move of Caroline and
Schelling to Wiirzburg.

Appearance of the first issue of Friedrich Schiegel’s
Paris journal Europa, containing his descriptions of
paintings in the Louvre; from November, private
lectures for the Boisserée brothers on ancient and
modern literature.

During the winter of 1803—4, A. W. Schlegel’s public
Berlin lectures on Romantic literature.

Schleiermacher’s appointment as professor of the-
ology at the University of Halle, including the position
of University Preacher.

Friedrich Schlegel’s marriage to Dorothea on 6 April
in Paris; move to Cologne in the company of the
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Boisserée brothers via northern France and Belgium;
beginning of the period of the Cologne lectures on
philosophy.

In April, A. W. Schlegel makes the acquaintance of
Madame de Staél in Berlin and moves with her to the
Chiteau Coppet on Lake Geneva.



Introduction

The emergence of the early Romantic theory of literature in
Germany towards the end of the eighteenth century constitutes
a decisive turning-point in the history of criticism. Incited by
Lessing, Herder, and Schiller, and stimulated by Goethe’s
poetic creations, a new view of the literary work and the artistic
process developed that differed sharply from the dominant
classicist understanding of aesthetics and poetics. The European
classicist tradition had stressed unchangeable norms for art,
codified a hierarchical system of immutable genres, bound
artistic production to an imitation of nature and an adherence
to verisimilitude, and defined poetic unity according to strict
rules. The early Romantic critics made decisive inroads into this
classicist view of poetry by recognizing the infinite changeability
of genres, their constant mixing and mingling, as well as the
frequent emergence of new literary forms. They saw the poetic
unity of a literary work as an inner conformity with itself]
connecting a multiplicity of phenomena to a unity of its own.
This task of redefinition, however, could not be accomplished
by applying external rules, but was instead to be carried out by
the shaping power of the imagination.

Given these features, early Romantic literary theory seems to
be closely related to transcendental idealism, the prevailing
philosophy of the time. In his Critique of Fudgment of 1790 Kant
laid the foundations for the autonomy of art, and for the
uniqueness and distinctiveness of aesthetic, as opposed to
scientific and moral judgments, thus decisively changing the
ground rules in the debate about art and the beautiful that had
prevailed in European criticism for centuries.! Other decisive

1



2 German Romantic literary theory

impulses came from Fichte and Schelling. Fichte inspired the
intellectual life of his time with his reflective and self-reflective
manner of thinking in terms of thought and counterthought —
as evidenced by Novalis’ shifts between introspection into the
nature of the self on the one hand and observation of external
nature on the other, as well as by Friedrich Schlegel’s theory of
irony, described by its author as a ‘constant alternation between
self-creation and self-destruction’ (KFS4 2, 151, 172). Whereas
in these early forms of transcendental idealism an antagonism
between the human being and nature exists, Schelling raised
this philosophy to the level of absolute idealism, achieving a
complete identification of spirit and nature. This step is clearly
in keeping with the new notions of symbolic and allegorical
poetry in the criticism and poetic practice of the time, which led
to a more profound understanding of the creative process and
culminated in a striving for ‘absolute poetry’.

Another important feature of early Romanticism in Germany
lies in its close association with the so-called ‘classicism’ of
Weimar, the intellectual world of Goethe and Schiller. The
parallels between these two groups of authors, classicists and
romanticists, seem obvious and have been the subject of many
studies, which usually maintain that Romantic theory took
certain positions of Goethe and Schiller to an extreme, giving a
more youthful or extravagant twist to their poetic views while
still basically agreeing with the classicism of Weimar.? One
favourite formula for seeing this relationship as one of comple-
mentarity was that of ‘limitation’ (Weimar classicism) and
‘infinity’ (Jena Romanticism).®> Qutside of Germany, the
antagonism between Jena, the seat of the Romantics, and
Weimar, the residence of Goethe and Schiller, appears so minor
as virtually to disappear, the name ‘romantic’ emerging as a
common denominator for both groups.

These are the common views of early German Romanticism
in literary history. Both of them — the assumptions of a positive
relationship on the part of the Romantics to the philosophy of
transcendental idealism and the poetic world of Goethe and
Schiller — emphasize important features in the new theory.
Upon closer consideration, however, this firm location of early
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Romanticism in the intellectual landscape of the time dissolves,
and a phenomenon much more complicated emerges which
escapes final definition and location. This can already be seen in
the attitude of the early Romantics toward the classicist and
classical traditions. The prime target of the Romantic assault
was not classicism as such, but the aesthetic system of the ars
poetica and neoclassicism — in general, the view of literature as
representation of reality, as imitation, as mimesis. In its basic
attitude, early Romanticism in Germany reveals a strong
affinity to classical antiquity. At best, one can speak of a shifting
emphasis in the relationship to classicism, of a departure from
the dominant Roman and Aristotelian influence during the
classicist period in exchange for a closer bond with the Greeks,
particularly the Platonic tradition. Perhaps no other literary
period had a deeper impact upon early Romantic theory, at
least initially, than classical antiquity, especially Greek litera-
ture. In this regard, early Romanticism is an apparent
expression of the ‘tyranny of Greece over the German mind’.*

This did not interfere with the premise, however, that
eventually all classicism was to be overcome, including not only
the classicistic programmes of Boileau, Batteux, Dryden, and
Gottsched, but also ‘classical’ forms of the Greek authors
themselves. Classicism as such, especially in its orientation
toward perfection, everlasting value, and models for imitation,
did not correspond to the early Romantic understanding of
human nature and the Romantic desire for free expression of the
imagination. After all, Goethe had already maintained, in his
essay entitled Literary Sans-Culottzsm of 1791, that no author
could possibly consider himself classical, because the claim
which this implied would be so elevated as to give an impression
of self-acclamation.® Friedrich Schlegel went further still and
denied the desirability of classical works in general when he
said: ‘ Absolutely unsurpassable models constitute insurmount-
able barriers to perfectibility. In this respect one might very well
say: Heaven preserve us from eternal works’ (KFSA4 2, 79-80).
This attitude included Greek literature and became possible
because classical Greek poetry was not considered as an
objective form, an ‘ideal’ incarnation, a prototype or model for
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the modern author, but rather as something one should compete
and interact with, something human and natural that one
should incorporate into oneself. The implications of this attitude
are of special importance for the modernist character of early
Romantic theory. On this premise one could indeed claim, in a
paradoxical manner, that the most advanced type of modernity
consists in that mentality which has the liveliest relationship
with the Greeks. It also follows from this way of thinking that
classicism and modernism lose their usual historical and
categorical character, and become principles of a more fun-
damental reflection, assuming the character of ideal types in a
process of intellectual interaction.

Another aspect sharply distinguishing the early Romantic
mentality from every form of European classicism is its
extremely favourable attitude towards revolution in general,
and even to a certain degree towards the French Revolution.
Contemporaries readily characterized the new critical en-
deavours of the early Romantics as a ‘revolution’, meaning of
course a ‘critical’ or an ‘aesthetic’ revolution.® These assess-
ments coincided with the opinions of the early Romantics about
their own enterprise. The particular historical self-understand-
ing of the Romantic critics is best illustrated, however, by the
futuristic idea of infinite perfectibility.” Whereas during the
Enlightenment the contemporary age was taken as a standard
for previous epochs, the Romantics regarded their own time as
part of an all-pervasive moment of becoming, and saw
themselves moving towards ever new possibilities in the future.
They viewed poetry as an absolutely ‘progressive’ realm
involved in a process of endless development. The idea of
infinite perfectibility also applies to their own criticism and
theory of literature, and corresponds to the inexhaustibility of
interpretation, to the infinite potentialities in the understanding
of literary works that yield new meanings from ever new modes
of historical consciousness.

Similar observations can be made about early Romantic
theory from the point of view of idealistic, transcendental
philosophy. Here the Romantic theory is usually regarded as an
application of doctrines developed by Kant, Fichte, and
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Schelling to the realm of poetry. Hegel attempted to impress
this interpretation upon our understanding of Romanticism,
insisting that the early Romantic form of subjectivity, with its
‘non-philosophically executed turn’, was nothing but an
extravagant offshoot of Fichtean philosophy (HEG 20, 415). In
a less polemical fashion, this view of early Romantic theory can
be described as an extension of a larger philosophical process of
that time, namely, the aesthetic formulation of subjective
idealism, the elaboration of the poetic side of transcendental
idealism. Yet, in the end, early Romanticism is just as little an
extension of the idealism of Kant, Fichte, and Schelling as it is
a mere offshoot of classicism and the classicist theory. Here
again, the early Romantic mentality adopted an attitude that
showed little interest in historical frameworks of philosophy, the
content of philosophical knowledge, the results of philoso-
phizing, or systems of thought. Instead, it departed from these
reference points and arrived at its own medium of reflection,
that is, at art, poetry, and literature, independent of historical
relationships. Thisinvasion of reflection, theory, and philosophy
into the territory of art, poetry, and literature can be interpreted
as another feature of the modern aspect of Romantic theory, the
consciousness of literary modernism, as a process best described
as a ‘poetry of poetry’ that blends critical, reflective discourse
with its own creative invention. One could also describe the
intrusion of reflection into the realm of the aesthetic and the
imaginative as a combination or junction of poetry and
philosophy. This is a model of interplay which regards the two
poles, poetry and philosophy, spontaneity and reflection — like
the former model of classicism and modernism — as interde-
pendent and complementary, as ideal types of intellectual
interaction. If we adopt this model, we transcend the dominance
of one single principle (reason or imagination, theory or
creation, classicism or romanticism) in favour of a pluralistic
movement of counteractive and interactive principles that seem
to oppose, but in their interaction actually generate and
maintain each other.

One can also view the self-reflective style of early Romantic
theory in terms of its historical consciousness and thereby return
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to the topic of classicism. From this point of view, the absolute
has vanished and the classical structures of complete identity
and full self-possession are no longer regarded as valid. Here,
too, there is no utopian promise, and the absolute expectations
of the future are no longer valid. What we have instead is a
universally progressive poetry, the ‘real essence’ of which is
‘that it should forever be becoming and never be perfected’
(KFSA 2, 183; LF, 175). This is not to be interpreted as a
loss, however, but rather as the actual human condition and
as an enormous source of creativity. If total communication
is impossible, if language provides no direct path to reality, then
we are left with indirect communication, figurative language,
metaphor, allegory. What matters even more is not to spoil this
delicate position of the in-between that typifies the truly modern
attitude by coarsely constructing an absolute past, a golden age,
as the classicists have done, or, conversely, by upholding an
absolute future, a utopia, as certain philosophers of the time
attempted to do. Similar observations could be made in the field
of hermeneutics. The early Romantic theory of understanding
should not be regarded as a historical phase or a step into a
generally developing history of hermeneutics, as has often been
maintained,® but as a much more radical reflection upon the
possibility of understanding which takes into account the
amount of incomprehensibility, indeed, of not-understanding,
constituted in every act of understanding.

If one pursues this line of thought, one soon realizes that early
German Romanticism also has few links with the classicism of
Schiller and Goethe. From the beginning, the early Romantic
reflection upon poetry transcends the scope of any national
literature and extends to the broad field of world literature or,
more precisely, to Western literature as demarcated by names
such as Pindar, Sophocles, Dante, Calderén, and Shakespeare.
Conversely, the category of modern or Romantic literature as
established in the new theory is one that a whole generation of
European authors in the Mediterranean, northern, and Slavic
countries of Europe adopted for their own endeavours, and in
which they recognized themselves.® As far as the direct
relationship of the early R omantic theory to Goethe and Schiller
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is concerned, one soon realizes that a reflective critique was at
work here that did not cease to ‘annihilate’ certain authors of
the Enlightenment (Nicolai, Kotzebue, Merkel) or representa-
tives of the classicist and sentimental tradition ( Jacobi, Wieland,
Herder). Indeed, this critique soon extended to Schiller, and
then to Goethe himself, and finally established a notion of
absolute poetry that no Romantic work could possibly equal. At
this point, we again notice a movement away from any historical
relationship and reference, towards a transcendental or an-
thropological realm of more general significance, although the
discourse continues to be organized in terms of historical names
and historical references. In other words, we encounter in these
instances the absolutely progressive and exponential character
of early Romantic theory.

A further attempt to classify early Romantic theory has
occasionally been made from the point of view of the encyclo-
paedia,'® a predominant theme of the time which is usually
combined with the function of education, as in the old notion of
cyclical education, enkyklios paideia. Yet here again, we en-
counter the typical attitude of early Romanticism in the sense of
suspending firm reference points and regarding the principles of
such an encyclopedia as in a peculiar state of oscillation, of
hovering. The most impressive development of this theme in
terms of a literary encyclopaedia is certainly the famous
discussion of Shakespeare in Goethe’s novel Wilhelm Meister's
Apprenticeship, where it is argued that Shakespeare, in whom
nature and art are one, seems to have a special connection to the
creative world spirit.!! Consequently, the modern human being
can find no better path to an encyclopaedic education than
through this poet, who, having special access to the structure of
the world, functions as its interpreter. Hegel, in contrast,
promulgated the idea of a philosophical encyclopaedia. In-
asmuch as philosophy, as a fundamental science, contains the
principles of all other sciences within itself, he argues that
philosophy is the true encyclopaedia and doctrine of education,
and he consequently regards the literary encyclopaedia as
empty and useless for the young mind.'? In contrast to these
poetic or philosophical encyclopaedias, the early Romantic
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theory can be described as an interaction of the literary and the
philosophical encyclopaedias — not as their synthesis, to be sure,
but as an attempt to think philosophy from the point of view of
poetry and poetry from the point of view of philosophy.
Similar interactive relationships exist in this theory between
poetry and prose, genial inspiration and criticism, under-
standing and incomprehensibility, truth and error, the inner
and the outer world, this life and the beyond. By operating in
this manner, early Romantic theory manifests itself as a basic
reflection upon poetry and literature that eludes any final
formulation and does not result in an ultimate doctrine.
Outlining early Romantic theory in these terms, we realize
that we are dealing with a phenomenon that is hard to locate in
a particular historical environment and has a future-oriented
thrust in which features of our own modernity become obvious.
As the examples of interpretation mentioned above have shown,
there have always been attempts to limit early Romantic theory
to some historical context and thereby enclose it in the past. But
these attempts have always had a counterpart in so-called
‘actualizations’ of early Romantic theory in more recent and
contemporary trends of criticism, such as new criticism,
philosophical hermeneutics, the critical theory of the Frankfurt
School (especially that of Adorno), the critique of subject
philosophy (Heidegger), and deconstruction in the writings of
Derrida, Lacoue-Labarthe, Nancy, and Paul de Man." In view
of its actuality and modernistic character, early Romantic
theory has also become, next to Nietzsche, the main target of
any fundamentalist critique of modernity and postmodernity.
In Germany the contemporary critique of ideology identifies
early Romanticism as the first step into ‘aesthetic modernism’,
an attitude marked by a loss of all bonds with communal
rationality, communicative reasoning, consensus, and so forth.™
Another important aspect of the theory of literature in early
German Romanticism is that it is not the completed product of
one single mind, but an open, fragmentary, ever-changing
thought process to which authors of the most diverse back-
grounds made their contributions — authors who, in spite of
their intellectual diversity, considered themselves at least for
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some period of time the originators of a ‘new school’ of
literature and criticism. This ‘school’ comprised a variety of
talents — from learned and scholarly critics like the Schlegel
brothers to a mining engineer like Novalis, from a freelance
writer like Tieck and a legal administrator like Wackenroder to
a trained Protestant theologian like Schleiermacher. All were in
their twenties when their theory of literature originated through
mutual discussion and interaction. Depicting such a complex
phenomenon poses a real challenge, one which is attempted in
this text through a sequential examination of the main
developments in the early Romantic theory of poetry. Hence
the following chapters are arranged in accordance with the
predominant themes of early Romantic reflection. We are
dealing with a brief period of about six to seven years, from 1794
to around 1800. During these years, such vast domains as the
literature of the Greeks and the Romans (Ch. 2, pp. 72-130,
below), the period of the ‘Romantic authors’ (Dante, Bocca-
ccio, Calderén, Shakespeare: Ch. g, pp. 131-80, below), the
new philosophy of transcendental idealism (Ch. 4, pp. 181—221,
below), modern painting and music (Ch. 5, pp. 22259 below),
the theory of language and understanding (Ch. 6, pp. 260-305,
below), and new possibilities for ‘pure’ and ‘absolute’ poetry
were explored (Ch. g, pp. 15464, below and Ch. 4, pp. 20111,
below). Although these periods of literature and modern art
formed the basis for reflection and research on the part of the
Romantics, the chapters are not arranged solely in terms of
these historical studies, but rather according to the themes
which arise from them. As will be seen in the following
discussion, history and theory are indeed inseparable in early
Romantic discourse, since theory evolves directly from the study
of historical phenomena and manifests itself in historical
references and images.

The first chapter gives a brief portrayal of the intellectual
environment in which early Romantic theory originated,
focusing on the city of Jena and its university. This seat of
philosophers of transcendental idealism lies only a few miles
from Goethe’s Weimar, which was also the residence of Wieland
and Herder. Schiller, a professor of history at the university,
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lived in Jena until 1799 and then moved to Weimar to become
more actively involved in Goethe’s reforms of the court theatre.
The formation of the Romantic school in Jena is the occasion for
brief biographical introductions of its main representatives,
including Caroline and Dorothea Schlegel, as well as for a
discussion of the terms ‘romantic’ and ‘romanticism’. The
second chapter, based on the specific investigation of Greek
literature by Friedrich and August Wilhelm Schlegel, par-
ticularly of lyric poetry, the epic, and drama, considers the
theme of poetic unity as an important means of defining what is
poetic. Such a study of Greek and Roman literature, however,
inevitably raises questions about our own relationship to the
Greeks and thereby approaches the theme of literary modernity
in a way reminiscent of the famous debate between the ancients
and the moderns during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. The third chapter finds its historical bearings in the
equally intense study of modern literature by the Schlegel
brothers, which included writers neglected or even rejected by
the classicist theory. In a decisive revision of the literary canon
of the time, authors such as Dante, Boccaccio, Cervantes,
Shakespeare, and Calder6n became the leading figures for the
Romantic view of literature, while among contemporary
authors only Goethe was considered worthy of inclusion. Yet
this chapter primarily examines the type of literature and the
mode of organization and construction that the Romantic
critics found in these authors. Irony, in Friedrich Schlegel’s
Romantic understanding of the term, is one of the main themes
of this chapter, which also covers the topic of ‘transcendental
poetry’ and the theme of mythology in its relationship to
literature. The fourth chapter expands upon these ideas and
introduces Novalis, a writer through whom early Romantic
theory gained a new and important dimension. Up to then, this
theory had been one of the subject, of subjective idealism, and
the potentialities of the human mind. But Novalis began to
include not only the natural world surrounding us within his
thought, but also the world beyond. By reflecting upon
relationships between the inner and the outer world, the realms
of this life and the hereafter, Romantic theory came to embrace
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new territories and assumed a mysterious, mystical, even
religious, character that was, nevertheless, originally free from
dogma or religious orthodoxy. The fifth chapter introduces
aesthetic considerations that had previously remained outside
the scope of early Romantic theory. Wackenroder and Tieck
began to concentrate on painting and music in their early study
of Italian Renaissance painting and the old German art of
Diirer, in addition to their preoccupation with music. In his
sketches of these areas, Wackenroder formulated insights into
the nature of art which, although more spontaneous and less
learned, were in some ways parallel to those articulated by the
Schlegel brothers. The link between the Jena group (the
Schlegel brothers and Novalis) and the Berlin circle (Wacken-
roder, Tieck) not only expanded Romantic theory by adding
significant new themes, but also led to a larger representation of
the new school, especially when Tieck found a natural ally in
Novalis. With Friedrich Schlegel’s move to Berlin in 1797 and
his close intellectual alliance with Schleiermacher, the Ro-
mantic school continued to expand. The sixth chapter attempts
to show how the themes of the encyclopaedia, hermeneutics,
and language theory gained prominence in early Romantic
theory.

Each of the following six chapters on the evolution of early
Romantic theory also features, by way of example, a certain
theme, event, or book in which the individual chapter finds its
most concrete expression. Always engaged in an active re-
lationship with historical events, early Romantic theory also
remained in lively contact with the literary life of its own time.
Thus, the additional examples in each individual chapter
illustrate the original historical context of early Romantic
theory, but are also meant to depict particular aspects and
implications of this theory more vividly than a purely theoretical
discussion would allow. The first chapter examines the re-
lationship of the early German Romantics to the French
Revolution. August Wilhelm Schlegel’s condemnation of Euri-
pides then accentuates the discussion of poetic unity and
modernity (Ch. 2), whereas Friedrich Schlegel’s essay on
Goethe’s novel Wilhelm Meister exemplifies the potentialities of
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Romantic literature in the novel (Ch. 3). The mythological
tendencies of Romantic theory and its integration of manifold
realms are illustrated by Novalis’ fragmentary novel Hewnrich von
Ofterdingen (Ch. 4), and the chapter on the theory of painting
and music (Ch. 5) is augmented by a discussion of Tieck’s novel
Franz Sternbald’s Journeys with its many interwoven dialogues on
art. Friedrich Schlegel’s novel Lucinde (Ch. 6), known primarily
for its advocacy of greater autonomy for women, 1s discussed in
terms of its reception by the reading public and its thematization
in Romantic writings. The entire process begins with Friedrich
Schlegel’s intensive study of Greek poetry in 1794, while its
conclusion is marked by Novalis’ death in 18o1. This 1s
accompanied by a number of ruptures and disagreements
among the participants in the new school that eventually
brought an end to early Romantic literary theory in Germany,
followed by its transformation into many forms of Romanticism
and its lasting importance for critical theory ever since.



CHAPTER 1

Formation and main representatives of early
Romanticism in Germany

During the last decade of the eighteenth century, Jena was a
lovely residential area in Thuringia mostly known for its
excellent and progressive university. The city, situated in close
proximity to the Wartburg, had been a traditional stronghold of
Protestantism. This spirit animated the university, which since
its founding in 1558 had maintained its reputation as an
intellectually independent, self-governed institution. Its founder
was the Saxon Elector, Johann Friedrich, called the ‘mag-
nanimous’. Among the German universities of the time,
Gottingen and Leipzig certainly predominated, but Jena,
although relatively small, was attractive to students and scholars
because of the spirit of innovation and open-mindedness which
contrasted favourably with the stale atmosphere of the En-
lightenment still dominant at these other institutions.

All of the representatives of early Romanticism were uni-
versity students, and most of them had followed curricula in the
humanities, primarily in literature (both ancient and modern)
and philosophy. August Wilhelm Schlegel had pursued all his
studies in classical and modern literature at Gottingen Uni-
versity, where he obtained a degree granting him the title of
‘counsel’, perhaps comparable to the present MA degree.
Friedrich Schlegel studied law at Gottingen and Leipzig
without obtaining a degree, but later, in 1800, became a Doctor
of Philosophy of the University of Jena. Tieck and Wackenroder
studied at the universities of Erlangen and Gottingen. Wacken-
roder obtained a law degree from Gottingen, but was also
drawn into literary courses by Tieck, who made the study of
literature his main object. Schleiermacher’s field of study was

13
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theology, first pursued at private pietist institutions. But he
completed his education at Halle University, where he also
studied Kantian philosophy and classical philology with the
great Hellenist Friedrich August Wolf. Only Novalis began his
studies at the University of Jena, where eventually most of the
Romantics would gather, but his choice was simply based on the
university’s close proximity to his home. He studied law in Jena,
continued these studies at Leipzig University together with
Friedrich Schlegel, and eventually moved to Wittenberg, where
he obtained his degree.

JENA AND EARLY ROMANTICISM

Novalis’ studies at Jena University provide us with some
information about this institution at the time of the Romantics.
He entered the university in 1790 at the age of eighteen, and
although his field of study was law, he took courses on Kantian
philosophy with Karl Leonhard Reinhold and in modern
history with Schiller. Three letters of this time, two of them to
Schiller (N0 4, 89, 98) and one to Reinhold (NO 4, g1), show
his boundless veneration for Schiller and his desire to follow in
the latter’s footsteps. Schiller, however, at the request of Novalis’
father, explained the advantages which a law degree held over
poetry and metaphysics to the young student and persuaded
him to continue this course at Leipzig University. Because of the
proximity of his paternal home in Weissenfels to Jena, however,
Novalis frequently returned to the city. One such visit has
special importance, perhaps simply because it has been regis-
tered. It took place in May 1795 shortly after the formation of
early Romantic theory had begun in the house of the Jena
philosopher Friedrich Immanuel Niethammer. Fichte, who had
recently been appointed to the university, was also present at
this meeting, as was a young poet from Swabia, one of Schiller’s
friends who had been on a brief visit to Jena. His name was
Friedrich Holderlin. We know very little about the meeting,
and although there has been much speculation about the
content of the conversation,’ Niethammer simply wrote in his
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diaries: ‘ Talked much about religion and revelation and in this
regard many questions remain open for philosophy’ (NO 4,
588).

Schiller was certainly one of the luminaries at the university.
As the author of History of the Defection of the Netherlands (1788)
and History of the Thirty Years War (1791—3), he had been
appointed as a professor of history in 1788. His inaugural
lecture of May 1789 on ‘What Is and to What End Does One
Study Universal History?’ was a memorable event at the
university. Schiller was of Swabian origin and had connections
with the most important publisher of the time, Johann Friedrich
Cotta of Tibingen. Through Cotta, he published two promi-
nent journals in which the most respected minds of the time
participated. Both were edited in Jena and were directly related
to the Romantic scheol, first in a cooperative and later in a
polemical sense. These were the Horae (1795—7), adopting the
Greek mythological name for the hours, and the Almanac of the
Muses (1795-1800), an annual which contained the usual
popular information included in traditional yearbooks about
astronomical configurations, weather forecasts, and the yearly
calendar, but also supplemented such data with poetry by
various authors. Some of the poems were set to music by famous
composers with scores accompanying the poems in the almanac.
The most popular and traditional yearbook at that time was the
one known as the Géttingen Almanac, which was edited by Johann
Heinrich Vo0, the translator of Homer. By founding a new,
substantially revised almanac, Schiller implied that the Gottingen
Almanac was no longer up to date and had ceased to represent
the best type of poetry produced in Germany, which was now,
he made clear, to be published in his own almanac. His Horae,
however, was less progressive in content. Containing mostly
prose fiction and theoretical essays, the first issues of the
periodical appeared in 1795, after the Reign of Terror in France
(1793—4) had ended and a new constitutional government had
been formed. Yet the effects of the Reign of Terror were still
noticeable among some intellectuals in Germany, and Schiller
himself reacted to the ‘torturers’ in Paris, as he called
Robespierre and his Jacobins, with special horror. A direct
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result of this reaction, the Horae were meant to be a periodical
absolutely silent about the tumultuous events of the day, an
organ in which a spirit of order and humanity was to guide
humankind toward its truly important tasks.? This is worth
mentioning because of specific clashes which the Romantics had
with the Horae after an initially harmonious period of col-
laboration. Indeed, the founding of the Horae can be viewed as
the ultimate reason for Jena’s becoming the centre of early
Romantic literary theory. After Schiller had enlisted A. W.
Schlegel as one of his most prolific contributors, he persuaded
him to come to Jena in 1796 for closer collaboration, and this
eventually made Jena the site for the formation of the Romantic
school. Another important journal published in Jena was the
Allgemeine Literaturzeitung (ALS), a paper for the critical review
of the most important publications in the humanities. Founded
in 1785, the ALZ was edited by Christian Gottfried Schiitz and
Friedrich Justin Bertuch and recruited the most illustrious
literary authors of the time as its reviewers. A. W. Schlegel
became perhaps the most prominent contributor to this journal,
the author of about 300 of its reviews; and many of the events
connected with the Romantic group in Jena are reflected in the
ALZ.

The host at the meeting of Novalis with Fichte and Hélderlin,
Friedrich Immanuel Niethammer, was an influential teacher of
philosophy, but his chief service to the new spirit at the
university was his founding of the Philosophical Journal of a Society
of German Scholars in 1795, the leading philosophical journal of
the time. To understand its importance, one must consider that
Niethammer’s undertaking almost coincided with Fichte’s move
to Jena in 1794. The journal became the main organ for
formulating the principles of transcendental idealism, and many
of Fichte’s and Schelling’s early writings first appeared 1n it.
Fichte later joined Niethammer as its editor. The other
philosopher at Jena mentioned in the context of Novalis’ early
studies at the university, Karl Leonhard Reinhold, was a
Kantian and author of the Letters on Kantian Philosophy (1786),
first delivered as a university lecture course. At the time at
which our investigation begins, Reinhold had already left for a
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position at Kiel University, and his departure in 1794 became
the immediate occasion for Fichte’s appointment. Reinhold
remained attached to the intellectual world of Jena, however,
and even transferred the basis of his ‘elementary philosophy’
from Kant to Fichte —a major success for the acceptance of
Fichte’s doctrine. Yet Reinhold later abandoned the Fichtean
position, becoming an ardent opponent of what he called the
‘mischief of speculation’.

Friedrich Holderlin does not play a major role here because
his visit to Jena was accidental and did not lead to any contact
with the Jena Romantics, except for the brief encounter with
Novalis. But the philosopher Fichte did have a great impact on
the development of the university as well as on the early
Romantic school. He had joined the university at the beginning
of the summer semester of 1794, and his appointment con-
tributed considerably to the reputation of the university as an
innovative, progressive, future-oriented place of study. Until
then, Fichte had spent most of his time as a private tutor in
Zurich. After a brief visit to Kant in Konigsberg in 1792, Fichte
anonymously published his Critique of all Revelation, perhaps an
outcome of his conversations with Kant and generally regarded
as a text by Kant. When Kant revealed the work’s true
authorship, Fichte’s fortune was made. Two further publi-
cations by Fichte attracted widespread attention and were
directly related to the French Revolution. Living in Zurich,
Fichte was deeply familiar with the events in neighbouring
France, but unlike Schiller, and despite a strong conservative
reaction in Switzerland to the terror and persecution of the
royal family, he remained a proponent of the revolution.
Edmund Burke’s constitutionalist Reflections on the Revolution in
France of 1790 had been translated by Friedrich Gentz into
German in 1791 and formed the starting-point for a number of
anti-revolutionary treatises. Responding to them, Fichte singled
out August Wilhelm Rehberg’s Investigations into the French
Revolution (1792) and wrote his Contribution to Correcting the
Public’s Judgments about the French Revolution (1793), soon followed
by his Reclamation of Freedom of Thought, To The Princes of Europe
(1794) — publications which had wide repercussions in Ger-
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many. In the first, to the horror of many of his contemporaries,
Fichte deduced the people’s right to a revolution from the
principles of reason. On 17 August 1795, Friedrich Schlegel
wrote to his brother:

The greatest metaphysical thinker now living is a most popular author.
You can see this in his famous Contribution in which Rehberg is pierced.
Compare the ravishing rhetoric of this man in the Lectures on the
Vocation of the Scholar to Schiller’s stylized exercises in declamation. He
is one for whom Hamlet sighed in vain. Every trait of his public life
seems to say: this is a man. (KFSA 23, 248)

The Lectures on the Vocation of the Scholar of 1794 were among
Fichte’s first publications after his move to Jena. They were not
delivered at the university, however, but counted among his
‘popular’ writings first presented to the public on Sundays.
Fichte attempted to communicate with the public in non-
technical language in order to promote the ultimate goal of his
‘doctrine of knowledge’, the infinite perfectibility of the human
being. Like no philosopher before him, he placed all value on
the future and told his audience, in a language clearly
anticipating early Romantic discourse on poetry, that the final
end of our history ‘is completely unachievable and must always
remain so — so long, that is, as man is to remain man and is not
supposed to become God’ (EPW, 152). In an interesting twist of
wording, Fichte considered it the goal of man never to achieve
his goal and declared it to be the ‘vocation of man’ to be in an
‘endless approximation toward this goal’ (EPW, 152, 160).

Fichte’s university lectures, however, were devoted to an
endlessly repeated attempt to introduce his audience to the true
standpoint of transcendental idealism, which encountered
enormous, and for Fichte, desperate, difficulties. Hegel later
reported sarcastically that students not capable of moving their
minds over to that standpoint had become mad (HEG 2, 398).
If we attempted to render Fichte’s standpoint in ordinary
language, we could say that we have contact with being only in
the medium of consciousness and that both being and con-
sciousness cannot be separated from each other in our ex-
perience of the world. Even an expression like ‘ the world” would
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not be precise enough in this context, since there is no ‘world’
outside of my consciousness, but only my experience of it
through my consciousness. In this sense, Kant had already
introduced this type of knowledge as ‘transcendental knowl-
edge’ and stated in the Critique of Pure Reason: ‘1 call tran-
scendental all knowledge which is not so much occupied with
objects as with the mode of our cognition of objects’ (K4 3, 43).
Traditional philosophy, one could say, assumes a pregiven
reality of objects, whereas transcendental philosophizing views
them in their interrelationship with the knowing subject. Fichte
said this much better himself when in a letter of 23 June 1804 to
P. J. Appia he argued:

All philosophy up to Kant had being as its object. Because of a lack of
attention, all [philosophers preceding Kant] overlooked the fact that
there is no being except in a consciousness and, conversely, no
consciousness except in relation to being; that therefore the proper 4s
Such, as the object of philosophy, can be neither being, as in all pre-
Kantian philosophy, nor consciousness — which, however, has not
even been attempted — but only the absolute unity of the two beyond
their separateness.

This is still very much the Kantian position according to
which a realm of reality, although unknowable, is postulated as
an enigmatic ‘thing in itself’. The real difficulty of tran-
scendental speculation sets in, however, when Fichte attempts
to absorb this ‘remnant’ of reality, the thing in itself, by
declaring it nothing ‘in itself” but only something for the ego
and therefore created by the ego. Thus, he says, there is really
no being without consciousness and no consciousness without
being. We come to an absolute principle prior to its division into
being and consciousness, the Archimedean point on which
Fichte’s philosophy actually turns. In his early period he called
this principle ‘the ego’ in the sense of a general, absolute
spiritual principle in which subjectivity and objectivity, ideality
and reality coincide. This is one point in which Fichte went
resolutely beyond Kantian philosophy and what was then
somewhat disdainfully called the ‘ Kantian dualism’. He further
deduced all specific forms of consciousness, and also practical
philosophy, from this highest point of identity (or the absolute)
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through mere thinking, through pure reflection. This procedure
bestows a degree of abstraction upon Fichte’s philosophy which
is hard to match and eventually led to its failure, its ill-famed
‘incomprehensibility’.

On the whole, one can characterize Fichte’s early philo-
sophical attempts at Jena University as a foundational drive
comparable to that of Descartes. While able to impart decisive
impulses to his fellow philosophers, such as Schelling and Hegel,
Fichte was not capable of moving the larger academic or
intellectual community to his position and engaged in one
frustrating attempt after the other to ‘introduce’ his ‘doctrine
of knowledge’. This title of his new philosophy has also been the
subject of ridicule and misunderstanding, but it is actually very
simple and clearly says what it means, namely, a doctrine, a
theory of knowledge, an analysis of how we know things. It was
certainly an important success for Fichte when Karl Leonhard
Reinhold embraced Fichte’s position as relevant, even basic, to
his ‘elementary philosophy’. But a devastating blow came when
Kant, repeatedly asked for his opinion about the doctrine of
knowledge, finally stated in the Jena ALZ of 28 August 1799
that he considered Fichte’s philosophy ‘a completely untenable
system’ and reduced it to ‘mere logic’, characterizing its
metaphysical results as ‘ useless hair-splittings’. With their own
modes of speculation, both Schelling and Hegel soon left Fichte
behind. The early Romantics, Friedrich Schlegel and Novalis in
particular, were perhaps the most responsive recipients of
Fichte’s philosophy, although they, too, became less interested
in the ‘doctrinaire of knowledge’, as Friedrich Schlegel put it
(KFSA 23, 343), than in the general thrust of this philosophy
independent of any contents of knowledge and solely focused on
its free manner of reflection.

In addition to its ‘incomprehensibility’, the Fichtean philo-
sophy suffered from its outspoken ‘atheism’ in its reception at
Jena. The use of this term was initiated from outside by citizens
of Jena, by administrators, perhaps also by the duke of Saxony-
Weimar and his minister of education, Goethe, but did not
really coincide with Fichte’s own working. Yet the negation of
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an extra-worldly principle followed necessarily from the monism
of this philosophy and its integration of ideality and reality,
subjectivity and objectivity. When a disciple of Fichte’s,
Friedrich Karl Forberg, published an article on religion in
Niethammer’s Philosophical Journal (1798) and reduced religion
in Fichtean terms to a belief in a moral world order, an
anonymous text appeared in Jena with the title ‘Writing of a
Father to His Son on Fichte’s and Forberg’s Atheism’. As a
result, the Philosophical Fournal was banned in the duchy and the
university threatened with closure. Fichte, in his frank manner,
wrote Appellation to the Public. A Writing Begged to be Read Before
being Confiscated (1799). Not realizing the danger of the situation
and not in the least concerned with rhetorical compromises, he
outlined his philosophical position with all possible clarity. The
duke attempted to settle theissue by having the academic senate
give Fichte a reprimand, but Fichte retorted officially in a letter
to the senate that he would not accept a reprimand. Not
expecting them to accept it, Fichte submitted his resignation to
the senators, and this indeed marked the end of his academic
career at Jena. He was dismissed from the university and in the
summer of 1799 went to Berlin, where the Prussian king granted
him residence. There he maintained his contacts with Friedrich
Schlegel, who also lived in the Prussian metropolis at the time
and who brought Fichte in touch with Schleiermacher and
Tieck.

Fichte’s true successor at Jena University was Schelling, who
had, however, already been appointed professor of philosophy
upon Fichte’s recommendation in 1798, and therefore did not
actually take over Fichte’s chair. Before that, Schelling had
become one of the most active and dynamic contributors to the
Philosophical Journal. It was in this periodical that he published
the series of his ‘Philosophical Letters on Dogmatism and
Criticism’, exhibiting for the first time his particular ‘stand-
point’ in philosophy, namely, that there are actually two
equally valid ‘systems’ or points of view, that of the subject and
that of the object, which cannot be subsumed or absorbed by the
one or the other but constitute a relationship of mutual support
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or mutual veneration. Schelling first made this decisive point in
a letter to Hegel on 5 February 1794, which reads:

Meanwhile, I have become a Spinocist! Do not be surprised. You will
soon hear how. Spinoza was the world (the object as such in opposition
to the subject) —everything. For me this is the ego. The proper
distinction between critical and dogmatic philosophy appears to me to
be that the one proceeds from the absolute ego (still undetermined by
any object) and the other from the absolute object or non-ego. The
latter in its utmost consequence leads to Spinoza’s system, the former
to the Kantian.

Schelling’s statement: ‘ Meanwhile, I have become a Spinocist’,
is therefore not to be interpreted as an uncritical acceptance of
the ‘dogmatic’ philosophy of Spinoza, but rather as a main-
tenance of the absolute object (nature, the world) against the
absolute ego (consciousness in the manner of Kant and Fichte).
Schelling’s version of transcendental idealism cannot be limited
to the rational, conscious, and free dimensions of the ego, but
requires complementation from the side of nature, the un-
conscious, and the irrational. Nature and spirit appear as two
corresponding spheres of a universal process in which the
absolute manifests itself. They correspond to each other most
intimately and constantly reveal analogies. According to a
famous dictum, nature is visible spirit and spirit is invisible
nature. Schelling thereby proceeds to an absolute idealism of
the perfected unity of the real and the ideal, to an ideal-realism,
or a philosophy of identity.

Schelling was also one of the most successful academic
teachers, who at the age of twenty-three actually dominated the
scene at Jena University. We have a later report about
Schelling’s activity as a teacher from Henry Crabb Robinson
dating from the winter semester of 1802—3, when Schelling had
begun his first lecture course on aesthetics.® The report relates
Robinson’s activities on 14 November 1802 and is still of
relevance as an account of Jena University during the Romantic
age. Robinson lived in the house of the philosopher Jakob
Friedrich Fries and began his day by comparing Schelling’s
Journal on Speculative Physics with his lecture notes from the day
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before  to squeeze out a little sense or meaning’. At ten o’clock
he had a lecture by the president of the university, Voigt, on
experimental physics, but lamented that Voigt ‘with utter want
of taste and propriety will incessantly digress from his object and
convert his physical lectures to moral and edifying sermons’.
After lunch, he went to the two o’clock lecture on ‘anthro-
pology’ by ‘Mr Privy Councillor’ Justus Christian von Loder
— ‘unquestionably the best delivered and most useful of all I
hear’. Soon afterwards he rid his imagination of ‘rotten
carcasses and smoked skeletons’ by attending Schelling’s
lectures on aesthetics, ‘hearing the modern Plato read for a
whole hour his new metaphysical Theory of Aesthetic or the
Philosophy of the Arts’. In spite of the ‘obscurity of a philosophy
compounded of the most comprised abstraction, and enthusi-
astic mysticism’, this lecture offered Robinson ‘particular
ingenious remarks’ and ‘extravagant novelties’. This impres-
sion was not diminished by Schelling’s ‘contemptuous treat-
ment of our English critics’. Among other things, Schelling
attempted to show ‘to what bestialities (the very words) the
empirical philosophy of Locke leads and how the mind of man
1s brutalised unenlightened by science’. In similar manner,
Schelling polished off Burke, Horne, ‘the ‘‘thick-skinned”
Johnson’, and the “shallow” Priestley’, and declared ‘ that it is
absurd to expect the science of beauty in a country that values
mathematics only as it helps to make spinning jennies and
stocking-weaving machines and beauty only as it recommends
their manufactories abroad’. At such remarks, Robinson sighed
and thought to himself: ‘too true’. After this lecture, he took a
walk with friends on the ‘ Philosopher’s Path’ above the city and
then went to Schelling’s ‘grand lecture on Speculative Philo-
sophy’ at four o’clock. Here he found about 130 inquisitive
young men ‘listening with attentive ears to the exposition of a
philosophy in its pretentions more glorious than any publicly
maintained since the days of Plato and his commentators, a
philosophy equally inimical to Locke’s empiricism, Hume’s
scepticism, and Kant’s criticism, which has been but the ladder
of the new and rising sect’. Robinson watched with a detached
smile as the large audience patiently listened to the presentation
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‘which filled their heads only with dry formularies and mystical
rhapsodical phraseology’. Evenings were devoted to translating
Goethe and to books on ‘natural or speculative philosophy’.

THE WORDS ‘ROMANTIC’ AND ‘ROMANTICGISM’

Jena soon became the centre for a group of young critics who
promoted a new style of thinking and judging in matters of
literature and taste, and created an attitude that, for lack of a
better name, received the designation ‘romantic’. The history
of this word has received extraordinary attention in modern
scholarship and will concern us here primarily asit relates to the
theory of literature.* In the vocabulary of the major European
nations towards the end of the eighteenth century, the word
could be used in a variety of contexts. It referred to particular
phenomena of literature (‘wild romantic tales’), features of the
informal, irregular English garden (‘in shapes romantic’),
modes of feeling (amour romanesque), or to eccentric forms of
behaviour (romantischer Charakter). The basic meaning of all of
these usages, however, was ‘associated with the expansive effect
that romances exerted upon the imagination of their readers’.’
Hence the understanding of the word ‘romantic’ ‘in the sense of
“romance-like”’, ““pertaining to romances”, “as in a romance
rather than in real life”’, and consequently, ‘as “fictitious”,
“untrue”, “extravagant”, “improbable”’, or “absurd”’.® The
romances one thought of in this context were, of course,
primarily the legends surrounding Roland and the Arthurian
Knights, but the term also included the many ‘purely fictitious
imitations’ of these legends which the printing press had
transformed into a ‘““mass medium” available to anyone who
had learned to read and could pay a modest price’.”

If, among these broad usages, one concentrates on the sense
of the unreal or fictitious, the critical meaning of the word
‘romantic’ refers to a type of literature which had not found
recognition among the critics and theoreticians as part of the
established canon. There was always both a broader and
narrower meaning of the word, the broader referring to any
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‘romance-like’ literature, including Dante, Tasso, Cervantes,
and Shakespeare, and the narrower relating more directly to
literature springing from the romance, such as the novel. In the
broader sense, Boileau spoke quite disdainfully in his Art of
Poetry of 1674 about literatures from ‘beyond the Pyrenees’
indulging in the exotic marvellous, expressing the ‘glittering
folly’ of the Italians, or the ‘insignificance’ of the ‘heroes of the
novel’.® In a more precise manner, the great Encyclopaedia of
175172 relates ‘romanesque’, the prevailing synonym for
romantic, to ‘everything that belongs to the novel’, things or
persons, such as: ‘Une passion romanesque; un ouvrage ro-
manesque’.® Significantly, the word ‘romantic’ is, in the French
language, directly related to the word for novel (roman), whereas
in the English language this relationship is established via the
romance and has therefore a more indirect, mediated character.
This semantic linkage between romantic and roman or romance
1s lacking in German, where there are ‘well-established adjec-
tives referring to the three classical genres — episch, [yrisch, and
dramatisch’, but ‘no such word referring to the novel (Roman)’.
As Hans Eichner has pointed out, it is likely, and in some texts
of the Schlegels even obvious, that ‘around 1800, romaniisch
could be used to fill the gap, and — given a suitable context —
was readily understood to have the same semantic relationship
to Roman that dramatisch has to Drama’.*® This usage did not
become established, however, and remained essentially a
terminological extravagance of the early Romantic critics.
Because of the broad meaning of their term for the novel
(Roman), which practically comprised the entirety of modern
literature, it was also of little generic significance for their own
theory.

Generally speaking, there are two basic meanings of the term
in the literary criticism of the late eighteenth century, a
chronological and a typological one. The chronological referred
to a tradition of literature originating in the Middle Ages and
pervading literary writing in modern Europe, but which was
held in low esteem by neoclassicists and even excluded from the
literary canon. The typological referred to certain exotic traits
in literature, including compositional and structural ones,
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which were originally expressed in Romanesque literature, but
which were now found everywhere. Friedrich Schlegel still used
the word in these two ways, although the valorization associated
with them changed profoundly in his texts. The typological
dimension of the term, which derived from a mixing or crossing
of styles, is obvious in his statement: ‘ According to my point of
view and my usage, that which is romantic presents a
sentimental theme in a fantastic form’ (KFSA4 2, 233; DP, g99).
The chronological character of the term 1s noticeable when
Schlegel says with regard to post-medieval literature: ‘This is
where I look for and find the Romantic — in the older moderns,
in Shakespeare, Cervantes, in Italian poetry, in that age of
knights, love, and fairy-tales in which the thing itself and the
word for it originated’ (KFSA 2, 325; DP 101).

To throw into relief these different nuances in the term, one
has to turn to the great shift in the meaning of ‘romantic’
brought about by the Schlegels towards the end of the
eighteenth century. A. W. Schlegel talks about this process in
retrospect at the beginning of his third Berlin lecture in the
series on Romantic literature of 1803—4, distinguishing between
‘distinctively modern poetry’ and that derived from classical
antiquity. He considers it one of both his own and his brother’s
main achievements in criticism to have exposed the different
spirit of the two types of literature, even the ‘opposition
prevailing between the two’, as well as the fact that in speaking
critically about them, one must proceed from ‘differently
modified principles in order to recognize each without pre-
judicing one by the other’ (AWS V 2, 3). In similar terms, he
outlines this distinction at the beginning of the first of the three
sets of lectures (180o1—2), considering it essential for the history
of art to ‘recognize the opposition between modern and ancient
taste’. During the age of Louis X1V, this difference was debated
in terms of preferences (‘la querelle des anciens et des
modernes’), but only as a difference in degree, not in essence.
These critics usually compared only those authors with the
ancients who had modelled themselves on them (Corneille,
Racine, Moliere), and not those who were essentially different
(Dante, Boccaccio, Calderén, Shakespeare). Only recently,
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Schlegel maintained, had literary critics come to realize that
those truly epoch-making works ‘stood in their entire direction,
in their most essential effort in contrast with the works of
antiquity, and still had to be recognized as excellent’ (AWS V' 1,
195). Schlegel considers it splendid that the character of ancient
poetry has been called ‘classical’ and the modern ‘romantic’,
because this implies that what had earlier been considered the
entire sphere of art is really only halfof it, and can therefore now
be better comprehended. He condenses this consideration into
the formula of an ‘antithesis of ancient and modern taste’ and
considers it the task of theory to show that ‘opposite things are
of the same dignity and should enjoy equal rights’ just as ‘our
own entire existence rests on the alternation of opposites
constantly resolving and renewing each other’ (AWS V' 1, 196).

Most prominent critical minds ignored this sui generis charac-
ter of the moderns and did not realize that ‘romantic, that is,
genuinely modern works, not organized according to the models
of antiquity and still to be considered as valid according to the
highest principles’, were not simply ‘wild effusions of nature’,
not merely ‘nationally or temporarily interesting’ works, but
true, universal, and everlasting poetry. Schlegel is thinking not
only of the various classicist schools of modern times, but also of
a mind like that of Winckelmann, who completely misjudged
the most genuine creations of modern painting (e.g. Raphael)
‘by misunderstanding the best in them as approximations to
antiquity’ and decidedly rejecting ‘every way in the fine arts
except the one taken by the ancients’ (AWS V g, 4). This
position ultimately implies ‘that there should be no romantic
poetry, even if something like that had existed’. Those more
sympathetic to the moderns but lacking a sense for these
structural differences, like Lessing, had to ‘withdraw behind the
indistinct concept of genius and its privileges’ to support their
favourite authors against the ‘authority of presumed rules’
(AWS V 1, 5). As far as the word ‘romantic’ is concerned,
Schlegel offers an etymology similar to the one indicated above:
‘Ishould like to remark here that the same romantic poetry is well
chosen also in this historical consideration. For romances are
what one called those new dialects that originated from a
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mingling of Latin with the language of the conqueror; hence
romances (novels) are the poems written in these dialects from
which romantic is derived’ (AWS V 3, 12).

Schlegel admits that Romantic poetry is undoubtedly much
closer to our mind and feeling than the classical and seems to
have had ‘authority’ weighing against its general recognition
(AWS V 3, 8-9). In another instance, where he talks about the
two halves of poetry, Schlegel indicates that Romantic poetry
might so far have been only ‘a transition, a becoming’, to the
extent that ‘only the future will deliver the part corresponding
to classical poetry and the opposite whole’ (AWS V 1, 196). In
these instances he seems to include his own time and efforts in a
Romantic period roughly corresponding to the modern age.
There are many other early Romantic writings in which this
assumption 1is corroborated. When Novalis, for example,
reproaches Goethe for not being romantic enough and proposes
to restore the romantic style with his own novel, Heinrich von
Ofterdingen, he seems to favour the romantic. But in general, the
meaning of ‘romantic’ did not coincide with ‘modern’, but
rather comprised only highlights of the modern period, phases
of reappearance followed by decline. Independently of the
romantic, the modern had its own particular qualities, too.
Lessing is a case in point, especially if one compares him to
Shakespeare. One conversation partner in Friedrich Schlegel’s
Dialogue on Poetry attempts to make this point and tells his
interlocutor: ‘If you really want to see a clear difference, just
read Emilia Galotti, which is extremely modern and yet notin the
least romantic, and then think of Shakespeare, in whom I would
like to fix the actual centre, the core of the romantic im-
agination’ (KFSA 2, 335; DP, 100-1).

There are many instances in which the romantic comes as
close as possible to the early Romantics’ own position and where
it even loses its chronological, historical character of designation
and enters an anthropological, transcendental, absolute realm
and becomes synonymous with the poetic. These occur when
the romantic is designated as an essential element of poetry as,
for instance, in another section of the Dialogue on Poetry in which
the interlocutor says that ‘ the romantic is not so much a literary
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genre as an element of poetry which may be more or less
dominant or recessive, but never entirely absent’. He then
continues to tell his interlocutor that ‘according to my views, 1
postulate that all poetry should be romantic’ (1b.). The most
famous text for this transition of the romantic into the
transcendentally and absolutely poetic is the famous Fragment
116 of the Athenaeum. From the beginning, Friedrich Schlegel
seems to ignore chronological considerations of poetry ac-
cording to epochs and phases, and declares: ‘Romantic poetry
1s a progressive, universal poetry’ (KFS4 2, 182; LF, 175). We
have only the single universal process of Romantic poetry,
which, during the course of its development, comes to a synthesis
or a saturation of the most enormous antitheses — those of poetry
and philosophy, poetry and prose, poetry and rhetoric, and
poetry and life — and furthermore reconciles the strokes of
genius with the labour of criticism, artistic poetry and natural,
spontaneous poetry. This process of universal integration moves
on to ever higher levels which seem to open the way ‘to an
infinitely increasing classicism’. Romantic poetry is something,
in other words, that entirely absorbs us into its course and makes
us a part of it. This is all the more so since the movement is not
toward some ultimate goal where Romantic poetry could
realize its true nature, be objectified, and find rest. Such
perfection and cessation apply only to ‘other types of poetry’,
like the classical or the classicistic which ‘are finished and now
capable of being fully analysed’, whereas Romantic poetry,
precisely because of its incompletion, is infinite: ‘The romantic
kind of poetry is still in the state of becoming, and that is, in fact,
its real essence: that it should forever be becoming and never be
perfected. It can be exhausted by no theory and only a
divinatory criticism would dare try to characterize its ideal.” At
this point Schlegel comes closest to an identification of Romantic
poetry with poetry itself, concluding that ‘the romantic kind of
poetry is the only one which is more than a kind, that 1s, as it
were, poetry itself: for in a certain sense all poetry is or should
be romantic’ (KF°S4 2, 183; LF, 175-6).

In general, however, there remained a slight distance between
the Romantic and the theoretical position of this group of
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critics, soon given various labels, but not that of ‘Romantic’ or
the ‘Romantics’. The most frequent designation was ‘school’,
as in the ‘new school’ or the ‘Schlegelian school of poetry’. In
this sense, Friedrich Schlegel says retrospectively in the preface
to the second edition of his Dialogue on Poetry of 1823 that his
efforts and those of his friends were frequently characterized as
‘the new school’ and that his Dialogue would preserve the
memory of that ‘collaboration of talents’ (KFS4 1, 573). The
name ‘school’ still appears in the title of Heinrich Heine’s book
of 1836, The Romantic School, but by that time the meaning of
‘romantic’ had changed profoundly. When in 1805 the Homer
translator Johann Friedrich VoB8 moved to Heidelberg and
came into head-on conflict with Clemens Brentano, Achim von
Arnim, Josef Gorres, and Friedrich Creuzer — that is, with the
Heidelberg Romantics —a change took place in meaning,
making ‘Romantic’ a polemical, caricaturing designation."!
VoB3 and his followers, in other words, applied the term
originally used for an older style of European literature to the
proponents of this style themselves and gave it a satirical twist
with reference to ‘our romantics’. The designation was also
used to ridicule the Christian, particularly Catholic, tendencies
among the Romantics. A new journal founded by Cotta in
Heidelberg, the Morning Paper for Educated Classes, served as the
springboard for these satirical attacks, but by the end of the
second decade of the nineteenth century, the word ‘romantic’
had clearly assumed a contemporary meaning, not necessarily
satirical and polemical. When Friedrich Bouterwek, a learned
scholar, although no friend of the Romantics, came to the
eleventh volume of his History of Modern Poetry and Eloquence, for
instance, he mentioned ° the new school which, lacking another
name, may be called the romantic’. Eichendorfl, in his On the
Ethical and Religious Significance of the More Recent Romantic Poetry in
Germany of 1847, attempted to be more precise and spoke about
a ‘modern’, ‘contemporary’, or ‘second’ Romanticism.

By that time, however, the term ‘romantic’ had assumed an
entirely negative connotation as something reactionary in
nature. At precisely mid-century, in 1850, Hermann Hettner
complained in his book, The Romantic School in its Inner Relationship
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with Goethe and Schiller, that the ‘concept of romanticism had
become a mere party slogan with us’ and described its meaning
simply as ‘reactionary, but not simply as reactionary as such,
but reactionary out of doctrine and education’. Such a
reactionary person, according to Hettner, preferred the old not
on the basis of accidental, exterior preferences, but ‘ because the
ready-made, sealed off, and sensually perceivable forms of the
dead past appear to him infinitely more agreeable and poetic
than the new, which still has to become and can never offer
concrete shapes and firm reference points’ to the confused
imagination.'? Hettner was by no means a spokesman for
Romanticism, rather an enemy, but declared it a great injustice
that people had come to consider ‘romantic and reactionary as
identical without further ado’. Rudolf Haym, in his book of
1870 entitled The Romantic School, displayed a similar attitude.®
He declared in his introduction that Romanticism enjoyed no
favour at that time in Germany, stating, however, that the
mood of 1870 was no longer as hostile as that of ‘ the battle of the
forties’, when people ‘waged war against the romantic with
passion and hatred and believed they had to fight it with fire
and sword’ and when ‘the sciences, the state, and the church’
saw themselves invaded by Romantic ideas that seemed to
endanger their freedom. The main reason for such an attitude
was that the ‘founder and disciples of the romantic spirit of
literature obviously had sympathies with the Middle Ages, with
its presumption of faith, its loose governmental structures, its
wild but poetically proliferating individualism’. Indeed, though
the Romantic became identified with the reactionary, Haym
also noticed in the radicalism of its opponents an ingredient of
intolerance similar to what they intended to fight in the
Romantics.

Among these ardent opponents of Romanticism during the
thirties and forties, we find the representatives of the ‘New
Germany’ (das Junge Deutschland), authors like Heinrich Heine,
Arnold Ruge, Theodor Echtermeyer, even the early Kierke-
gaard of On the Concept of Irony (1841). Heine was the most
successful satirist in pointing out the ‘reactionary’ tendencies of
Romanticism. ‘What then was the Romantic school in Ger-
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many?’ Heine asked rhetorically, answering: ‘Nothing but the
resuscitation of the poetry of the Middle Ages in its songs,
paintings and architecture, in art and life. This poetry, however,
had found its origin in Christianity and was a passion-flower
rising from the blood of Christ.** Heine, of course, knew better,
but his formulations proved particularly suited to making the
epithet of reactionary stick. Another slogan on Romanticism
that became prominent during this campaign derived from
Goethe, who had once said: ‘The classical I call the healthy,
and the romantic the sick’ (GOE 24, 932). Goethe had not
intended to launch a polemic against his contemporaries, but
used the terms ‘classical’ and ‘romantic’ in broader typological
connotations. Nevertheless, his comment was soon turned
against the Romantics of his time, especially Novalis, whose
biography seemed to corroborate Goethe’s statement, and
Romantic art was declared decadent and degenerate. Another
important reference point in the campaign of the forties against
Romanticism was Hegel, who in prominent contexts within his
philosophy had turned against the Romantic kind of sub-
jectivity and declared it an irreverent, insubordinate, irres-
ponsible type of subjectivity without any commitment, indeed,
the ‘apex of subjectivity separating itself from the unifying
substance’ (HEG 20, 415-18).

In his book of 1870 Haym concluded that ‘this time, as was
said earlier, is behind us’, and he viewed it as a nightmare.'® His
task was now to investigate the past historically and ascertain
the ‘contribution to the history of the German spirit’ made by
the early Romantics. This is the subtitle of Haym’s book, which
was published around the time of the founding of the Second
Empire and coincided with the elaboration of a history of
German national literature. Haym’s investigation of the early
Romantics employed the older title of the ‘Romantic school’,
which proved, however, too severely burdened by negative
associations acquired during the forties to be used as a suitable
critical term. Haym’s book itself is the best evidence for this. He
constantly evaluates the early Romantics according to stan-
dards which are by no means their own, comparing them to
Goethe, Schiller, Hegel, and Schelling, and depicting them as
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searching for an ideal of organic unity which is actually denied
by their own theory. This inappropriateness seems to be the
reason why both the opponents (Ricarda Huch, Carl Schmitt,
Georg Lukdcs) as well as the proponents (Oskar Walzel, Josef
Korner, Paul Kluckhohn) and the lively debate on German
Romanticism in the first half of our century used the more
neutral, single designations ‘Romantic’ and ‘Romanticism’.
The terms ‘early Romantic’ and ‘early Romanticism’ seem to
have emerged from these debates for the purpose of distinguish-
ing the Jena group from the later forms of Romanticism and of
emphasizing the strongly theoretical and revolutionary charac-
ter of their literary work as well as their broad historical and
international orientation towards world literature instead of a
national German literature. These terms became more es-
tablished following the Second World War and are now the
common designations for this special and early form of German
Romanticism.

THE MEMBERS OF THE EARLY ROMANTIC SCHOOL

An introduction of the main representatives of early German
Romanticism can best begin with AUGUST WILHELM SCHLEGEL,
who was not only the oldest and most established author of the
group but also the one who chose Jena as the centre for its union.
Born on 8 September 1767, he was the son of an old family of
Protestant pastors that traced its origins back to the days of the
Reformation. His father, Johann Adolf Schlegel, and uncle,
Johann Elias Schlegel, had been prominent critics and literary
figures of the eighteenth century, and his mother, Johanna
Christiane Erdmuthe, née Hiibsch, was the daughter of a
mathematics professor. A. W. Schlegel received an excellent
education, especially in Classics, and from 1786 to 1791 studied
at the University of Gottingen with the famous Hellenist
Christian Gottlob Heyne, with whom he also published his
early scholarly research. During these years he entertained a
cordial relationship with the aging poet Gottfried August
Biirger, author of the ballad ‘Lenore’ and editor of the
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Gottingen Almanac of the Muses, in which A. W. Schlegel’s first
poetry appeared. When Schiller published a devastating review
of Biirger in the ALZ reproaching him for ‘sins against good
taste’ and substantiating these reproaches with references to
unfortunate biographical details of Buirger’s life, A. W. Schlegel
not only lent Burger his literary support, but also developed a
life-long aversion to Schiller. After a short period of col-
laboration with Schiller’s Horae and Almanac of the Muses, a
complete break between the Schlegel brothers and Schiller
finally ensued in 1797. In one of his later writings, A. W.
Schlegel mentions with satisfaction that Schiller’s feud against
Biirger had carried its own nemesis with it in that Burger’s
‘Lenore’ and other ballads now compared most favourably
with Schiller’s own poetic achievements in the ballad (AW 8,
71-2). During his years at Gottingen University, A. W. Schlegel
fell in love with Garoline Michaelis, the daughter of a professor
of Oriental literature, and devoted his early love poetry to her,
but Caroline was not inclined then to respond to his courtship.

By the time A. W. Schlegel completed his studies of literature
in May 1791, he had established himself as a promising young
scholar and poet, but for lack of a better opportunity he
accepted the position of tutor in the house of the Amsterdam
banker Henry Muilman. For several years he lived in a French-
and Dutch-speaking community, and a generous salary secured
him economic independence early in life. When Schiller
planned the New Thalia in August 1791, he invited A. W.
Schlegel to collaborate with him, but still feeling hurt about
Biirger, A. W. Schlegel refused to join the contributors. The
situation had changed by 1794, when Schiller projected the
Horae and the Almanac of the Muses and again invited A. W.
Schlegel to participate. Burger had died on 8 June 1794, and
now various friends, including his brother Friedrich, urged
Schlegel to accept. For A. W. Schlegel, participation in such
important journals implied the possibility of a return to
Germany. He contributed some of the more interesting pieces to
the Horae, among them some sensational annotated metrical
translations of Dante’s Inferno, a work then little known in
Germany. His interest in Dante had been sparked in Géttingen,
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where he had published a longer essay on the Italian poet for
Burger. Initially, A. W. Schlegel was on his way to becoming
the translator of the Divine Comedy. In Amsterdam, however, he
changed direction and turned to Shakespeare. Some of the
earlier pieces he sent in for the Horae were indeed his first
translations of scenes from Romeo and Juliet and The Tempest, and
his literary theory was clearly decisively influenced from
Shakespeare. Among the theoretical writings published in the
Horae were two substantial critical pieces, one entitled ‘Some-
thing about William Shakespeare on the Occasion of Wilhelm
Meister’ (AWS SW 7, 324) and the other consisting of ‘Letters
on Poetry, Metrics, and Language’ (AWS SW 7, 98), which
revealed A. W. Schlegel’s characteristic approach to poetry via
language. '
Summoned by his brother, friends, and especially Schiller, A.
W. Schlegel returned to Germany in July 1795. He first lived in
his parental home in Hanover but soon moved to Brunswick,
apparently to look for a position as instructor at the Carolinum,
a prominent educational institution there. Johann Joachim
Eschenburg, who had produced a prose translation of Shake-
speare’s complete works, was a professor of modern literature at
the Carolinum, and Schlegel was eager to have an opportunity
to discuss with him his new project, a metrical translation of
Shakespeare. But a major attraction was undoubtedly Caroline,
who now lived with her mother in Brunswick and appeared
more receptive to his courtship. Schiller, however, obviously
seeking A. W. Schlegel’s participation in the editorship of the
Horae, urged him to move to Jena and promised to help him
obtain a professorship at the university. On 1 July 1796, the
‘Ducal Saxon Counsellor in Jena, August Wilhelm Schlegel’
was married to Caroline Bohmer, born Michaelis, in St
Catherine’s church in Brunswick, and the young couple
immediately moved to Jena. They soon acquired the big house
on Lobdergraben which was to form the centre for the ‘new
school’ and was later known as the ‘house of the Romantics’.
Collaborating with his wife on some of his projects, A. W.
Schlegel embarked upon an influential and productive career in
Jena. It was here that his Shakespeare translation originated
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and his first lecture course on aesthetics was delivered. In 1798
he founded the Athenaeum with his brother Friedrich, a period-
ical which became the leading publication of the early Roman-
tics. Most of these events will be discussed 1n later chapters in
more detail. In 1801, however, Schlegel moved to Berlin. His
marriage with Caroline had come to an end and both agreed to
a divorce. Caroline became Schelling’s wife and left Jena for
Wirzburg. In the autumn of 1801, A. W. Schlegel began his
Berlin lectures on literature and art, which he continued each
autumn and winter in three series until the spring of 18o04.
When Madame de Staél visited Berlin during that spring, A. W.
Schlegel accepted her offer to become her advisor and the
educator of her children. From then on, he lived at Coppet on
Lake Geneva in the French part of Switzerland. A mutual pact
bound him to Madame de Staél until either party should die,
and following Madame de Staél’s death on 14 July 1817, A. W.
Schlegel received flattering offers from the newly founded
Prussian universities of Berlin and Bonn. As he preferred an
institute at which he might further his recently begun Sanskrit
studies, A. W. Schlegel chose Bonn in 1818. He bought the now
famous house on the Rhine and, according to Heine, went to his
university lectures in a carriage drawn by several horses. He
died on 12 May 1845, at the age of seventy-eight, active as a
critic until the end of his life, in spite of the raging campaign
against Romanticism already long underway.

His younger brother FRIEDRICH SCHLEGEL, was 1n appearance
a much less pretentious character, but in terms of critical
demands, he was more dynamic and less inclined to compromise
than his brother. Born on 10 March 1772, he was from early on
a withdrawn and reflective person. As an adolescent he locked
himself up in the evening in the collection of antiquities in
Dresden, then housed in Brithl Terrace on the River Elbe.
There he sought privacy and leisure among the statues of the
Greek gods, solitude which he needed to let his imagination
flow. Extremely gifted in ancient languages, especially Greek,
he acquired an excellent knowledge of the ancient world, taking
Winckelmann as his intellectual guide. Friedrich Schlegel
described this early state of mind as one of ‘total absolute
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scepticism, theoretical and moral’ (KFS$4 1, xci) and considered
that the only firm points in his life were the 1deal of classical
beauty and something he vaguely described as a ‘longing for the
infinite’ (KFSA 23, 24). The first ideal describes his aesthetic
inclination, and the second his philosophical interest, which
focused on Plato, but soon extended to Kant and Fichte.

The younger Schlegel began his studies as a law student in
Gottingen and, following his brother’s departure, continued at
the University of Leipzig. There he met Novalis, a fellow
student, and the two became close friends. In reality, however,
Schlegel felt more inclined towards the study of literature,
having chosen law not only upon parental insistence, but also in
order to secure a firm and stable position in life for himself, for
he was plagued by melancholy and had a suicidal tendency. He
discussed at length the pros and cons of law versus literature in
his correspondence with his brother, who encouraged him to
choose literature. At the end of May 1793, almost in a single
day, he decided to make the study of the nature of literature his
life’s work (K'FSA 23, 96). His original publication was to be an
exchange of letters with his brother on this subject, taking
Shakespeare, Goethe, and also Schiller as media for their
reflection. There is sufficient material in their correspondence to
indicate how this critical, fictional correspondence would have
looked : it was like an exchange of opinions of two very different
minds, one oriented towards philosophy, theory, and the most
recent Kantian aesthetic doctrines, and the other more empiri-
cally inclined, discussing poetry on the basis of metre, language,
rhythm, and so forth, and having little use for abstract theories.
But upon a sudden impulse, Friedrich Schlegel decided to begin
his study of literature and poetry in classical Greece, where he
thought poetry to be ‘native’ (KFS4 23, 180), and to articulate
his theory through the medium of Greek literature. For this
purpose, he withdrew entirely from the world in which he had
lived so far and moved to Dresden in January 1794. Here he
spent the next two-and-a-half years as a virtual recluse, reading
and rereading his classical authors and trying to build, as he put
it, a history of Greek literature (KFSA 23, 179). When his
brother or Novalis mistook his work for historical studies, he



38 German Romantic literary theory

protested and explained thatit was of much greater importance,
that it actually implied an aesthetics, ‘a natural history of the
beautiful and of art’ (KFS4 23, 188, 204). It was during this
time in Dresden that Friedrich Schlegel wrote those critical
essays through which, as Dilthey put it, ‘he gained a position in
the literary world overnight’.'®

Friedrich Schlegel had sent his manuscripts at random to
various publishers. One of them, Salomon Michaelis, showed
the proofs of the ‘Essay on the Study of Greek Poetry’ to friends
whom he met in Leipzig, the Hellenist Friedrich August Wolf
from Halle University and Johann Friedrich Reichardt, a
composer, writer, and influential editor of literary journals.
Michaelis wanted to demonstrate what kind of author he had
just acquired, and Reichardt tore the text, so to speak, right out
of his hands and published preliminary extracts in his periodical
Deutschland, for which Friedrich Schlegel then became the ‘star
author’. When Deutschland could not be continued because of
difficulties with the censorship, Reichardt founded a new
periodical in 1797, the Lyceum of Beautiful Arts, in which Schlegel
was even more prominent. Reichardt, however, was known as a
strong adherent of the French Revolution and his journals
manifested a glowing republicanism — a bias with which many
of his contemporaries took issue. In fact, he had founded
Deutschland to create a contrast to Schiller’s Horae. Reichardt’s
revolutionary penchant matched Friedrich Schlegel’s own
opinions quite well, yet Reichardt’s strong bias against Schiller
and Goethe was an ill omen for a young author who wanted to
establish his critical career in Germany (KFSA 23, 324).

Through a particular series of events, Schlegel was drawn
ever more deeply into a position that almost necessarily resulted
in open hostility towards Schiller. When he reviewed Schiller’s
Almanac of the Muses of 1796 for Reichardt, his brother visited
him in Dresden, and the two decided to insert a few satirical
comments on Schiller’s poem Dignity of Women, which had
appeared 1n that periodical and viewed women in the tra-
ditional manner as subservient to men. Schlegel wrote in his
review that the poem was not poetic enough but could be
improved if one casually confused the stanzas and read them
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backwards, an idea clearly stemming from his brother, A. W.
Schlegel. Continuing, he said that Schiller’s presentation was
again ‘idealized’, butin a reverse way, in adownward direction,
beneath the truth, and he demanded that men like those
depicted in the poem be bound by hand and foot and the
women tethered (KFS 2, 6). Schiller responded with a number
of satirical epigrams on Friedrich Schlegel in the Xenia, which
he and Goethe published in the 1797 edition of Schiller’s
Almanac of the Muses. These are distichs, a poetic form that
applies to a couple of verses, usually rhymed and expressing a
friendly thought, as by Martial in his thirteenth book of
epigrams, but which here in the Xenia took on a biting, polemical
note. Schiller’s epigrams on Friedrich Schlegel took issue with
his seemingly absolute veneration of the Greeks, with what
Schiller called ‘Graecomania’. Schlegel seemed amused by the
attack and enjoyed it out of an urbane liking for public literary
polemics. By that time, he had already followed his brother to
Jena and also prepared his countermove, which appeared in his
review of the latest issues of Schiller’s Horae. The monthly
periodical was having obvious difficulties in maintaining its
originally high level of criticism, and many contributions were
simply translations, some even of ancient texts. Friedrich
Schlegel concluded his review with the laconic observation that
the periodical had now entered the ‘epoch of translations’ and
that one had translated ‘excellent, medium, and poor originals
in an excellent medium, and poor manner’ (KFSA4 2, 47).
Infuriated, Schiller now cancelled all further collaboration with
Friedrich Schlegel’s brother, and both brothers, in turn,
responded by no longer mentioning Schiller.

When Friedrich Schlegel moved to Jena in the summer of
1796, he renewed his friendship with Novalis (who lived near
the city), and immediately established contact, which was to
turn into a close friendship, with the philosopher Fichte.
Schlegel spent some time with the Hellenist F. A. Wolfin Halle
reviewing the individual chapters of his History of Poetry of the
Greeks and the Romans with him before publishing the first volume
in 1798. Primarily, however, the ‘critical air in Jena’ motivated
him to curtail his classical studies in favour of modern and
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contemporary literature. As he wrote to a friend shortly after his
arrival in Jena, he realized that he had been on his way to
‘petrifying’ himself in the study of the ancients (KFSA4 23, 332).
Unfortunately, the dispute with Schiller cast its shadow over
Schlegel’s first sojourn in Jena from August 1796 to July 1797.
Goethe, who did not like disruptions, convinced him during a
walk on the Philosopher’s Path that it would be better for him
to spend some time elsewhere, and Schlegel decided to move to
Berlin. There he met Wackenroder, Tieck, and Schleiermacher,
whom he incorporated into the group of the early Romantics.
When the Athenaeum began appearing with a Berlin publisher,
Friedrich Schlegel assumed the main editorship of the period-
ical. Above all, while in Berlin, he met Dorothea Veit, with
whom he lived for the rest of his life and who became his wife in
1804. When he returned to Jena in the autumn of 1799,
Schlegel’s Berlin friends, except for Schleiermacher, followed
him and the school was almost fully united in Jena. After the
dissolution of the group, Schlegel and Dorothea lived in Paris
and Cologne, both converting to Catholicism, before finally
settling down in Vienna in 1808. Schlegel became a Counsellor
in Metternich’s government and gave a good number of lecture
courses to the public, the Vienna lectures of 1812 on ancient and
modern literature among them, before he died on a lecture tour
to his favourite city, Dresden, on 12 January 1829, at the age of
fifty-six.

CAROLINE SCHLEGEL did not really emerge on her own as an
author, but had a decisive influence upon the formulation of
early Romantic theory. She collaborated with A. W. Schlegel
on some of his articles, probably also on his Shakespeare
translation, and in his later writings A. W. Schlegel acknow-
ledged ‘the help of a witty woman who had all the talents to
shine as a writer but whose ambition was not focused on that’
(AWS SW 7, xxxiv). The daughter of Johann David M.
Michaelis, a professor of Oriental languages and literatures who
taught at Gottingen University for forty-six years, Caroline was
first married to Dr Johann Franz Wilhelm Béhmer, a physician
who died shortly after the birth of their daughter Auguste.
Caroline returned to her parental home in Géttingen, where she
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became a kind of muse among students and scholars. Showing
little interest in A. W. Schlegel’s courtship, she nevertheless
maintained a correspondence with him while he lived in
Amsterdam. Caroline was a close friend of Therese Heyne, the
daughter of the famous Hellenist at Gottingen and wife of Georg
Forster, a well-known author of the time who had accompanied
Cook on his second voyage. Forster had a position as a librarian
in Mainz, where the Elector attempted to attract German
intellectuals and scientists. Not knowing what to do with her
life, Caroline settled in Mainz in 1792 to be close to her friend
Therese, whose marriage with Forster had become difficult.
Caroline attempted to help Therese, but during the course of
events was actually drawn closer to Forster.

In the autumn of 1792 Mainz was occupied by the French
revolutionary army under General Custine. The Elector and his
staff left town in a hurry, and the German intellectuals, led by
Forster, proclaimed the existence of the Republic of Mainz and
announced their desire for its integration with the Republic of
France. They founded the Mainz Republican Club, known as
the ‘Clubbists’, and Caroline, Therese, and their friend Meta
Forkel, the wife of a Goéttingen historian of music, became
prominent members of this club and wore the revolutionary
cockade and other insignia of the revolution. Taking her
children, Therese left her husband in December 1792 for
Switzerland, later to become the wife of the author and diplomat
Ludwig Ferdinand Huber. On 30 March 1793, Forster went to
Paris and put forward a motion in the French National
Assembly to integrate the Republic of Mainz into the Republic
of France. Left by his wife and children, denounced by his
country, and disillusioned by the terror in Paris, he died the
following year. Caroline had personal connections with the
French headquarters in Mainz that continued when General
Custine was replaced by General d’Oyré. This general’s
adjutant was his nephew, the nineteen-year-old officer of the
gist Regiment, Jean-Baptiste Dubois-Crancé. Meta Forkel
remembers an evening in February 1793 when they danced the
‘Carmagnole’ with the French, one of the most popular songs of
the French Revolution, which has as its refrain: ‘Dansons la
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Carmagnole! Vive le son du canon!’ As she later recollected,
Caroline had begun an affair with Jean-Baptiste Dubois-Crancé
on that evening."”

By the end of March 1793 Mainz was encircled by the
coalition army, and the French army began to withdraw.
Caroline then left Mainz with her daughter to move to friends
in Gotha, where, as a proscribed person, she could stay only
temporarily and incognito. When she ran into the Prussian
army in the vicinity of Frankfurt, she was held in close custody
in the fortress Konigstein, and at the beginning of June, she was
under simple arrest in Kronenburg. In Konigstein she dis-
covered that she was pregnant, something which a prolonged
imprisonment would have revealed. Writing to all of her friends
for help, Caroline informed only A. W. Schlegel about her true
situation. She had set for herself a certain time-limit of around
the middle of July, by which date she wanted to die if she were
not released. Schlegel procured poison for her and arrived from
Amsterdam on 10 June to be with her ‘in life or death’ (C4 1,
303). Three days later she was freed by an order from the
Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm that had been obtained by
her younger brother. Schlegel first brought her incognito to the
house of the Leipzig publisher Goschen, but then to Lucka, a
little village in the vicinity, where she lived in the house of
farmers as a woman from Hamburg whose husband was not yet
in a position to support her. Schlegel had to hurry back to
Amsterdam, and the only one to take care of Caroline during
the following months was the young law student Friedrich
Schlegel, who came almost daily on horseback from Leipzig. On
3 November 1793, Caroline gave birth to her son Julius,
described in the church register of Lucka as the son of ‘ Madame
Krantz, married to Julius Kratz, a travelling shipping agent
from Hamburg, who has lived here for some time’;, and
Friedrich Schlegel was listed among the child’s sponsors (€4 1,
204).

During these few months, Caroline exerted a deep influence
upon Schlegel, who depicted her in his Lucinde as the female
figure who becomes ‘a firm centre and the basis for a new
world’ for the protagonist of the novel, Julius. Julius indeed
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recognized in himself the ‘vocation for divine art’ through her
influence (KFSA4 5, 49). Three years later, Friedrich Schlegel
wrote to Caroline on 2 August 1796: ‘Today it is three years
since I saw you for the first time. Think only that I stood before
you and silently thanked you for everything you have done for
me’ (KFSA 23, 326). Soon after the birth of Caroline’s son
Julius, the paths of Caroline and Friedrich Schlegel separated,
and they began a correspondence. Schlegel undertook his work
on the Greeks in January 1794 in Dresden, and Caroline went
to her mother in Brunswick, where she learned of the death of
her son, whom she had left in the temporary care of the farmer’s
family. A. W. Schlegel returned to Germany in July 1795 and
married Caroline in the following year. From then on she was a
particularly stimulating and attractive member of the Ro-
mantic circle. As mentioned earlier, her marriage to A. W.
Schlegel lasted until 1801, after which Caroline married the
philosopher Schelling. In September 1803, shortly before this
marriage, she was reunited with her friends Therese Forster and
Meta Forkel, this time in the house of Schelling’s father in
Murhard, in Swabia. Therese Forster was now Ferdinand
Huber’s wife, and Meta Forkel was the wife of Johann Heinrich
Liebeskind. When someone asked about the ‘Carmagnole’
during the course of the conversation, Therese Huber simply
took his arm and that of someone else, singing and dancing the
revolutionary song ‘avec toute la folie nationale’. The attempts
of her friends to detect a trace of recollection on Caroline’s face
were in vain, however, and they found ‘rien, rien du tout’.'®
The after-effects of this period are not be found in Caroline, but
rather in Friedrich Schlegel. They are manifest in his eman-
cipatory essay on Greek women preceding his Lucinde (KFSA 1,
45—-115), hisreview of Condorcet directly motivated by Caroline
(KFS4 7, 3-10), the essay on republicanism of 1796 (KFS4 7,
11-25), the article on Georg Forster of 1797 (KFS4 2, 78—99),
and especially in his general attitude toward the French
Revolution, which had changed remarkably since 1794.
NOVALIS 1s the pen name of Friedrich von Hardenberg and a
Latin rendering of his family name (‘fallow land’), meaning
something that has to be cleared, ploughed, and cultivated.
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Using this name for the first time when he published his
fragments Pollen in the Athenaeum, he added the motto at the
beginning of the text: ‘Friends, the soil is poor, and we have to
spread seed abundantly in order to enjoy even a merely modest
harvest’ (NO 2, 413). Novalis came from an aristocratic family
of Lower Saxony that traced its origins back to the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries. His father had a salt-mine business, and
Novalis followed him in this profession. A devout pietist, his
father was deeply convinced of the human being’s general
sinfulness, which had to be mastered with ascetic rigour. His
father’s first wife had died early, but his second wife, Auguste
Bernhardine Bolzig, bore him eleven children, the last at the age
of forty-five. Most of the children, however, died between the
ages of twenty and thirty, and Novalis, always rather frail, also
died when he was only twenty-nine years old. In an early letter
to Schiller of 7 October 1791, he described his experience of the
world in striking fashion:

I live and move in the fresh autumn air, and new streams of vivacity
flow into me with every breath of air. The beautiful scenery and a
good-natured innocuousness into which 1 feel dissolved, charm me
into the blossoming realms of fantasy surrounded by the same magic
and thin mist as the distant landscape beneath my feet. I enjoy myself
with the last smile of life departing from nature and the mild sunny
glance of a chilling heaven. Fertile ripeness begins to turn into
decomposition, and for me the view of a slowly waning nature is
almost richer and greater than its unfolding and enlivening in the
spring. I now feel more disposed toward noble and sublime sentiments
than in the spring, when the soul floats in idle, voluptuous receptive-
ness and enjoyment instead of withdrawing into itself and becoming
attracted to and dissipated by every inviting object. The dis-
appearance of so many beautiful, lovely objects makes the feelings so
much more compounded and interesting. I therefore never feel so
purely disposed and receptive to all impressions from the higher, more
sacred muse than in the autumn. (NO 4, 98—9g)

Novalis was born on 2 May 1772, in Oberwiederstedt,
Thuringia, in his family’s country house. He began his study of
law at Jena University, continuing at Leipzig University, where
his close friendship with Friedrich Schlegel began. Hearing of
their frivolous mode of life — the two young men had love affairs
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with two sisters of the high society in Leipzig — Novalis’ father
came to Leipzig in person to separate the two and had his son
continue his studies at the more rigorous Lutheran University of
Wittenberg. The correspondence between the two friends,
Novalis with his capricious nature and both uncommonly
passionate and easily inflamed, counts among the finest pieces of
early German Romantic literature.

Novalis moved to Wittenberg in May 1793, passed his
examinations a year later, and in the autumn of 1794 began his
administrative career at the salt-mines in Tennstedt in the
northern part of Thuringia. Not far from Tennstedt lies
Griiningen, a little place where Captain Johann Rudolf von
Rockenthien had married the widow Sophia Wilhelmine von
Kihn, whose thirteen-year-old daughter Sophia became the
great love of Novalis’ life. In spite of her youth, the two became
engaged in March of the following year. Sophia’s special
attraction undoubtedly derived from her candid, spontaneous
nature, combined with considerable precocity, but increased by
a disease that manifested itself in November 1795. Suffering
from an infection or abscess of the liver, Sophia had to undergo
three operations, real tortures at that time, and showed
admirable equanimity in her agony. The operations, necessi-
tating painful repeated cleansings of the wound, were carried
out in Jena. During these operations Novalis composed a
literary character sketch of Sophia entitled ‘Klarisse’ (NO 4,
24), an amazing piece because of the most heterogeneous
aspects Novalis had noticed in her young life. The wound
became severely infected and had to be cleansed again, but
around Christmas things seemed to look better, and Sophia
received permission to go home to Griiningen.

In the meantime, Novalis’ reunion with Friedrich Schlegel
had taken place. On the way to Jena, Schlegel visited his friend
in Weissenfels and found him preoccupied with the reading of
Fichte, whom Schlegel had already begun to study. In his letter
of invitation, Novalis had mentioned: ‘ My study has the same
name as my fiancée, Sophia is her name and philosophy the soul
of my life’ (NO 4, 188). Schlegel visited Sophia several times in
the Jena hospital where she underwent her operations. In
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January Novalis wrote to him: ‘If I were to lose Soffchen
[Sophia], God only knows what would become of me’ (NO 4,
195), indicating that her state of health had deteriorated. His
next letter of 14 March 1797, begins with the statement: ‘Your
letter has reached me in a desperate situation. I have returned
from Thuringia with the firm conviction that Sophie has only a
few more days to live’ (NO 4, 204). She died shortly thereafter,
at which time a deep transformation took place in Novalis.
Instead of coming to Jena to take up the study of Fichte with
Schlegel, he turned to Griiningen to be in the vicinity of the
grave of his beloved and carry out the project of following her in
death. Only through a cautious correspondence and the
tentative mailing of interesting materials was Schlegel able to
lead his friend back to his philosophical interests. On 7 May
1797, he sent him a copy of his brother’s German translation of
Romeo and Fuliet, which had just appeared. The volume also
contained the translation of A Muidsummer Night's Dream, and
Novalis took special note of the famous lines:

The poet’s eye, in a fine frenzy rolling,

Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven;

And as imagination bodies forth

The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen

Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing

A local habitation and a name. (v, 1)

At that time Novalis began to conceive of his particular form
of transcendental idealism as a fusion of idealism and realism in
which subject and object became idential. Intending to leave
Schelling ‘far behind’ (NO 4, 255), he conceived of the world as
a ‘universal trope’ or a ‘symbolic image’ of the human spirit
blending this world and the beyond, the interior and the
exterior worlds, the human being and nature (all of which is
discussed in greater detail in Ch. 4 below). Novalis continued to
be a contributing member of the Romantic group, although he
published very little, out of consideration for his family, and
only under his pen-name. Most of his writings were published
after his death, first in the two-volume edition brought out by
Friedrich Schlegel and Tieck in 1802. Yet he exchanged some of
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his manuscripts with Schlegel, who sent him his notebooks.
Novalis died of pulmonary disease, having been miserably ill
during the last months of his life. Schlegel was at his death-bed
and wrote to his brother on 27 March 18o01:

Yesterday I returned from Weissenfels, where the day before I saw
Hardenberg die. It is certain that he had no idea of his death, and in
general one would not believe it possible for someone to die so gently
and beautifully. He was, as long as [ saw him, of an indescribable
cheerfulness, and although the great weakness hindered him in talking
during the last days, he took part in everything most amiably, and I
prize it above all to have seen him. Please communicate this to Tieck
and Schleiermacher. All details will be reserved for conversation.

When Friedrich Schlegel moved to Berlin in July 1797,
Reichardt introduced him to the literary circles of this city. In
one of them, the salon of the elegant Henriette Herz, wife of
Marcus Herz, a well-known physician and head of the Jewish
community in Berlin, he made the two most important
acquaintances of his sojourn, those of Schleiermacher and
Dorothea Veit. FRIEDRICH SCHLEIERMACHER impressed him with
his training in philosophy, especially that of Kant, and his
pronounced interest in questions of morality and general
conduct of life, the art of living. This interest can be partly
explained by Schleiermacher’s profession as a Protestant pastor
and his appointment at the Charité, a public hospital. But
Schleiermacher developed the theme of morality far beyond
theological or religious aspects to include topics such as the
social position of women, problems of economy and society,
themes of communication and mutual understanding. Friedrich
Schlegel soon moved into Schleiermacher’s Charité apartment,
and the friendship that ensued remained dominated by these
themes of common interest. Schleiermacher never went to Jena,
but established a close personal contact with A. W. Schlegel
during the latter’s visits to Berlin in connection with Shake-
speare performances on the Berlin stage. When Friedrich
Schlegel returned to Jena in the autumn of 1799, Schleier-
macher edited the Athenacum in his stead, and together they
planned the new German translation of Plato, which was
carried out, however, by Schleiermacher alone.
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Schleiermacher was born into a Protestant family of pietistic
orientation, his father and mother both coming from families of
pastors. Born on 21 November 1768, he was given the full name
of ‘Friedrich Ernst Daniel’, but was simply called ‘Friedrich’.
Receiving a religious education which emphasized the ancient
languages but also had a strong pietistic flavour, Schleiermacher
originally attended a seminary of the Moravian Brethren,
which usually trained theologians in the Moravian manner.
After serious discussions with his father, however, he managed to
continue his studies at the University of Halle, where he also
found an opportunity to study Kantian philosophy and to work
with F. A. Wolf on classical subjects. After finishing his theo-
logical examinations in May 1790, he initially held positions as
a tutor and teacher, and finally gained an appointment as a
preacher to the Charité.

Schleiermacher’s connection with the early Romantics was a
problematical matter for his superiors, and he repeatedly
received admonitions from August Friedrich Wilhelm Sack, an
influential person in the Protestant hierarchy of Berlin, es-
pecially when he began to review Schlegel’s Lucinde in his
Intimate Letters on that book. Yet, with his great sense of personal
independence, Schleiermacher wrote back to Sack and justified
what he was doing in intellectual and rational terms. After the
dissolution of the Romantic circle, he began a most illustrious
theological career, first teaching at Halle University, where he
pursued the themes of morality and hermeneutics, progressively
in a wider theological context. When the University of Berlin
was founded in 1810, Schleiermacher became its leading
theologian. His best known accomplishment during that period
1s his Doctrine of Faith (2 vols., Berlin, 1821—2), which became the
standard work of Protestant theology almost into the twentieth
century, until the time of Karl Barth’s ‘theology of crisis’ and
On the Letter to the Romans (1918). Schleiermacher saw religion as
dominated by a ‘feeling of absolute dependency upon God’. In
its attempt to demarcate religion as a distinct and legitimate
realm of human experience, however, his work still shows a
strong relationship to early Romantic theory. This link is visible
even in the title and in a self-assertive manner, if one compares
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Schleiermacher’s ‘doctrine of faith’ with Fichte’s ‘doctrine of
knowledge’. In spite of his many academic and administrative
obligations, Schleiermacher continued to preach publicly until
the end of his life. He died on 12 February 1834, at the age of
SIXty-siX.

DOROTHEA SCHLEGEL was the eldest daughter of the influential
philosopher Moses Mendelssohn, one of the main representa-
tives of the Enlightenment in Germany and in his attitudes of
tolerance, especially in religious and philosophical matters, the
model for Lessing’s Nathan the Wise. She came to the Romantic
group with a broadly educated and sharp intellect, but also a
personality of unusual warmth and passion. In contrast to that
of the Schlegels, Novalis, and Schleiermacher, her education
embraced the arts, music, and painting. Her two sons, Philipp
and Johannes Veit, became famous painters of the Nazarene
school in Rome, and Philipp later moved to Frankfurt to be the
director of the Staedel Museum ; her brother, Abraham, was the
father of the famous composer Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy.
The first letters we have from Dorothea are a very critical
description of a Gluck opera performance to Rahel Levin
(KFS$4 23, 62) and a discussion of how her father’s works should
be edited with Friedrich von Blankenburg, a Leipzig critic she
had just visited (KFSA4 23, 4). The last of these letters also
reveals Dorothea’s sharp disagreements with her mother on the
editorial project.

Dorothea Mendelssohn was born on 24 October 1764 in
Berlin, and her mother, Fromet, was the daughter of Abraham
Gugenheim of Hamburg. Her first name was Brendel, which she
changed to Dorothea after her acquaintance with Friedrich
Schlegel. According to the customs of Jewish families of that
time, her father had given her in marriage at the age of eighteen
to the banker Simon Veit in Berlin, who was not only
considerably older, but had no interest whatsoever in the
subjects Dorothea loved. She bore him four children, two of
whom died in infancy, and spent her time in the intellectual
circles of her friends, especially Henriette Herz and Rahel
Levin, where artists, writers, and aristocrats met, and no
distinctions were made in terms of social difference. Here she
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met Schleiermacher, Reichardt, Tieck, the brothers von Hum-
boldt, and others, and a wide gap between her home life and her
real interests ensued. Friends noticed how unhappy Dorothea
was in her marriage, and Henriette Herz proposed on several
occasions to negotiate a divorce from Veit. But because of her
children, Dorothea felt obliged to stay where life had placed
her. But when, in the late summer of 1797, she met the young
author Friedrich Schlegel, this attitude changed. Henriette
Herz reports that an almost visible spontaneous attraction
between the two took place during their first encounter, and
they fell in love at first sight.'® Now Dorothea asked for a
divorce, which after a period of separation from her family was
granted at the beginning of 179g. Philipp, the younger son, who
was only three years old, stayed with his mother, whereas
Johannes remained with Veit.

Three weeks after the divorce, Dorothea wrote to her friend
Karl Gustav von Brinkmann, a Swedish diplomat in Berlin:

Think of how I feel, since for the first time, I have experienced that I
am free from fearing to have to tolerate an unpleasant conversation,
an uncomfortable presence, or even a humiliating coarseness. I can
hardly feel it myself — even now I am like someone who has carried a
heavy weight for a long time and still believes she feels it after she has
long been rid of it. Now I am what I should have been for a long time,
dear friend! Now I am happy and good — no longer any horrors, no
humiliation, perhaps you would no longer find me as hard. I live in
peace with everything that surrounds me. (KFSA4 23, 224)

A marriage had originally not been intended because of the
seemingly insurmountable difficulties, but eventually it took
place in 1804 in Paris. When Schlegel returned to Jena in
September 1799, he introduced Dorothea to the group. Doro-
thea published a romantic novel, Florentin, in 1801 under
Schlegel’s name and assisted her husband in most of his projects.
After his death she received a pension from the Austrian
emperor, but in September 1830 she moved to Frankfurt to live
with her son Philipp and his family, where she died in 1838.

LUDWIG TIECK was the most versatile poet and narrative
writer of the Romantic group. Already in 1797, before knowing
him personally, A. W. Schlegel reviewed his Knight Bluebeard
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and Puss in Boots, which had appeared under the pseudonym
Peter Leberecht (‘live well’) and which had been highly praised
in the ALZ. In the very first lines, Schlegel called him a true poet
who was able to unfold seemingly insignificant material into a
comprehensive dramatic action and to give the ‘airy nothing-
ness a local habitat’ (AWS SW 11, 136). Tieck was born on 31
May 1773 in Berlin as the son of a rope-maker. His mother was
of a pious and his father of a practical nature, but Tieck left all
of this behind when he entered the high school Friedrichs Werd
in Berlin at the age of nine, where he displayed his talents for
writing, drama, and recitation. His school was an excellent
institution for someone of his talents and had instructors who
knew how to stimulate their pupils in such activities. Already in
these early years, Tieck acquainted himself with a great variety
of literature: the works of Goethe, Schiller, Shakespeare in the
translation of Eschenburg, Don Quixote in the translation of
Bertuch, and the comedies of the Danish author Holberg. In
Reichardt’s house, Tieck met various musicians and actors who
came to Berlin, and he used his own pronounced histrionic
talent, supported by his sonorous voice, in many amateur
performances. In this society, Tieck met the younger sister of
Reichardt’s wife, Amalie Alberti, who first became his sweet-
heart, and then, in 1799, his wife. At the age of sixteen, he had
already composed dramatic scenes entitled ‘Summernight’,
reminiscent of Shakespeare, and a great number of melo-
dramatic tales and thrillers, sometimes simply as continuations
of stories that his teachers at the gymnasium had begun in
instalments to earn extra money and then hired him to complete
for them. Through these early exercises — although they were
chiefly aimed at a reading public which asked for little more
than excitement — Tieck learned how to write at a relatively
young age. In 1792, after finishing his school education, he
became a student at the University of Halle where he studied
classical literature with F. A. Wolf. Halle, however, was too
pedantic and scholastic for Tieck’s taste, and so he moved to
Gottingen, which was certainly the best university for the study
of literature to be found at the time. He concentrated on English
literature, particularly Shakespeare and Ben Jonson, but also
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attended courses on Spanish authors; he became a great
translator, collaborating in A. W. Schlegel’s Shakespeare trans-
lation and producing his own new translation of Cervantes’ Don
Quixote.

When his friend Wackenroder began his studies at the
University of Erlangen in 1793, Tieck joined him to be in his
company. The summer semester at Erlangen was of great
importance for the two in their studies of modern European
painting, especially of the Italian Renaissance and Diirer’s old-
German style. But in the winter, Tieck returned to Goéttingen
with Wackenroder, remaining there until the autumn of 1794,
when Wackenroder started his career as a legal administrator in
Berlin and Tieck began his life as a freelance author. He had
published his novel William Lovell in three volumes (1795-6)
and his Popular Fairy- Tales by Peter Leberecht (1797), and was on
the way to his novel Franz Sternbald’s Wanderings (1798), to Prince
Lerbino, or the Journey to Good Taste (1799), and his two-volume
Romantic Poetry (1799—1800), which contained the tragedy Life
and Death of St Genevieve, when he personally met the Schlegels.
Tieck was well-read, and he had a keen intelligence and a quick
power of comprehension, but he was not at all theoretically
oriented. His contributions to the theory of early German
Romanticism will mainly be discussed from the perspective of
fiction, especially his novel Franz Sternbald. When he joined the
Romantic group in Jena in the summer of 1799, Tieck had the
closest contact with Novalis. Throughout his life, he worked on
a comprehensive study of Shakespeare, which he never com-
pleted. Later, he moved to Dresden, where he became the
director of the court theatre and continued his highly influential
role as a writer of narratives, especially in the genre of the
novella. With the help of his daughter Dorothea and her
husband Wolf Graf von Baudissin, he completed A. W.
Schlegel’s Shakespeare translation — but not without altering
his friend’s versions. He died in April 1853 at the age of seventy-
nine.

WILHELM HEINRICH WACKENRODER was born in 1773, the
same year as Tieck, in Berlin, where his father held a high
position in the city’s Prussian government. His father had
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distinguished himself during the Seven Years War, when Berlin
was occupied by the Russians, and he had been an admirer of
King Frederick II of Prussia, as he had the same sense of duty
and devotion to the state. Paying great attention to the
education of his son, Wackenroder’s father wanted his son to
follow in his footsteps as a Prussian administrator. Wackenroder
himself, however, displayed an early talent for music and
musical composition, and his close friendship with Tieck drove
him even further in the direction of the arts. In a schematized
manner, critics have often emphasized the antagonism of art
and practical life in Wackenroder, even to the point of
attributing his early death to his inability to resolve this conflict.
This is, of course, exaggerated and can only be maintained if
one overlooks a good number of biographical facts in Wacken-
roder’s life. Yet in his writings, he anticipated this antagonism,
which was to become a favourite theme of the late nineteenth
century, especially in the early works of Thomas Mann. It
should be noted that this antagonism places both life and art in
a precarious position, in that art is viewed from the perspective
of life and life from that of art, each having to maintain or justify
itself from the opposite point of view.

In the spring of 1793, Wackenroder took up his study of law
at Erlangen University in the company of Tieck. They attended
lectures on classical poetry together, but more important than
these academic experiences was their contact with the southern
German and Bavarian landscape full of Baroque art and
remnants of the Middle Ages. For the young men from Berlin
this was an entirely new world, which they absorbed with
astonishment and admiration. They took trips to the cathedral
of Bamberg, the art galleries in the chiteau of Pommersfelden,
to Nuremberg, the former centre of old-German art and Diirer’s
city, as well as to the areas of Bayreuth, Bohemia, and the
Fichtel Mountains. In the autumn, they continued their studies
at Gottingen University where Wackenroder, in addition to
law, studied older German literature, the history of art with
Johann Dominique Fiorillo, and the history of music with
Johann Nikolaus Forkel, whom we had met earlier as Meta
Forkel’s husband. These studies were all of great importance for
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his Qutpourings of an Ar¢-Loving Friar. Here in Gottingen he also
studied Giorgio Vasari’s Lives of the Most Excellent Painters,
Sculptors, and Architects, another important source for his own
book.

He began working on the manuscript shortly after his return
to Berlin, when he found employment in the judicial admini-
stration of the city. Nobody knew about the manuscript, and he
showed it only to Tieck while they were on a trip to Dresden,
but it was not published until after his death. In short, we know
very little about the events in Wackenroder’s life. When
Friedrich Schlegel moved to Berlin, he wrote to his brother in
Jena that of this ‘entire art school’ in Berlin, Wackenroder was
his favourite intellect, and added: ‘ He has perhaps more genius
than Tieck, but the latter certainly more understanding’ (KFSA4
24, 4). This obviously refers to Wackenroder’s lack of worldly
experience and Tieck’s abundance of it. On 18 December 1797,
Schlegel wrote: ‘Wackenroder has been very ill, but now is out
of danger’ (KFSA 24, 66). Then, quite abruptly, we read on 17
February 1798: ‘Wackenroder has died. He had a putrid fever
and afterwards was melancholy for several months or, as others
say, mad’ (KFSA4 24, 89). In spite of his early death and lack of
contact with the members of the Romantic group (except for
Tieck and Schlegel) Wackenroder was one of its most influential
figures. His impact continued through Tieck and gave Ro-
mantic theory an important and lasting new dimension in the
realms of painting and music.

EXAMPLE: EARLY ROMANTICISM AND
THE FRENCH REVOLUTION

The strong affinity of early German R omanticism to the French
Revolution is in many ways obvious and has been emphasized
repeatedly in the critical literature. The common denominator
lies in the overcoming of the old European order, the ancient
regime, here in literature and poetic theory, there in society and
politics. Other features of Romantic theory, such as the abolition
of a hierarchical system of genres, the removal of the difference
between poetry and prose, and the end of demarcation lines
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between poetry and philosophy, for example, follow quite
naturally from this basic premise, as well as from the new esteem
for popular literature and the acknowledgement of the entire
Romantic tradition of Europe in general. The opposition of
classicistic and Romantic orientations in theory and criticism
thereby assumes an obviously revolutionary character. This
became especially manifest in later phases of European Ro-
manticism, during the first decades of the nineteenth century,
particularly in the Mediterranean countries of Europe where
there had been a strong classicist tradition, such as France,
Italy, and Spain. In these countries, Romanticism came to
mean a revolutionary uprising against traditional forms of the
past, and it was equated with being modern, belonging to the
future, and having irrevocably broken with the tradition.
This affinity of early Romantic theory to revolution was
noticed by contemporaries like Adam Miiller, who referred in
his critical writings to the ‘literary revolution, occasioned by the
critical philosophy, inspired by Goethe’s, Winckelmann’s, and
Wolf’s views of classical antiquity, and executed by Friedrich
Schlegel, who was assisted by his brother’s attractive mode of
expression’.?® Foreign visitors like Madame de Staél and Henry
Crabb Robinson shared this impression. When Robinson came
to Germany in 1800, he referred to Friedrich Schlegel as a
leader of a literary school that had brought about an aesthetic
revolution.?! Schlegel himself, in one of his earliest writings, had
stated that the task was nothing less than to produce an
‘aesthetic revolution’ (KFSA 1, 269, 272, 359). His famous
Athenaeum Fragment 216: ‘The French Revolution, Fichte’s
doctrine of knowledge, and Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister are the
greatest events of the age’ (KFSA 2, 198), expresses this
connection directly and comprehensively, although no text of
early Romanticism is mentioned in it. The fragment attempts to
associate the three most innovative events of the concluding
eighteenth century, and besides the French Revolution, it refers
to Fichte’s new philosophy and Goethe’s latest novel as a work
that takes a new step in narration and poetic structuring.??
These last two events, however, correspond most intimately to
tendencies in early Romantic theory itself. Later historians have
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been quite affirmative 1n relating early German Romanticism
to the French Revolution. One even spoke of the three Rs
(Reformation — Revolution — Romanticism) in the sense of a
progressive line of emancipation,® although this was by no
means a dominant attitude in German historiography (as we
saw earlier in the equation of ‘Romantic’ with reactionary).
The conditions for a positive attitude toward the revolution
had been quite favourable in Germany. There was, first of all,
no dominant native theory of classicism to combat in this
country, and all the signs seemed to indicate a great reversal in
the order of things which would give this hitherto neglected
country its appropriate place in the European intellectual
community. In paragraph 85 of his Education of the Human Race,
Lessing had proclaimed: ‘It will come, it will certainly come,
the time of perfection.’** Herder had interpreted the course of
history as a wandering of the divine spirit through the nations,
drawing one country after the other to the dawning light and
thereby also giving the disadvantaged German nation its
opportunity. Such sudden alternations in history had been
described as revolutions by Herder (HE 4, 565), and the
revolutionary consciousness among German philosophers was
just as strongly developed. In the preface to the second edition
of his Critique of Pure Reason of 1781, Kant illustrated his
philosophical achievement, his ‘reversal of the common manner
of thinking’, with the image of revolution, characterizing his
critical philosophy as a revolution in thought and relating it to
the Copernican revolution in the sciences (K4 g, 12). Fichte’s
thought is also of a profoundly revolutionary character. In its
desire to be entirely by itself and with itself - that is, to be
completely free — his Ego constantly encounters barriers and
finds itself in otherness and alienation. After overcoming one
barrier, the Ego is confronted with yet another, and so the
transcendental thought process moves on for Fichte towards
ever higher determinations. Hegel later described this mode of
philosophizing through revolutionary dialectics as ‘a continu-
ous alternation of negation and affirmation, an identity with
itself that immediately succumbs to the negative, but is then
immediately reconstituted’ (HEG 20, 403). With regard to the
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impact of the revolution upon his generation, Hegel said in
retrospect: ‘All thinking beings shared in the jubilation of this
epoch. Emotions of a lofty character stirred men’s minds at that
time; a spiritual enthusiasm vibrated through the world, as if
the reconciliation between the divine and the secular was now
first accomplished’ (HEG 12, 529; HP, 447). Goethe expressed
this enthusiasm in Hermann and Dorothea, Novalis in his early
poetry, and Hélderlin in hymnic poems which evoked the hour
of freedom in the image of the coming century.

This attitude changed profoundly by 1794, the time of the
beginning of early Romanticism in Germany. The September
massacres, the execution of the French royal family, and the
bloody Reign of Terror that saw the daily execution of sixty to
eighty people in public had turned the original enthusiasm for
the revolution into profound aversion, even on the part of those
who had been most strongly in favour of it. By 1795, most of the
early Romantics considered the French Revolution a failure, a
morally and politically shipwrecked adventure in history.
Henriette Herz speaks in her memoirs of a ‘bloody, world
historical tragedy’ converting ‘enthusiastic adherents’ to ‘em-
bittered enemies of the revolution’.?® Schiller wrote on 8
February 1793 to Christian Gottfried Korner: ‘For a fortnight
now, I have not been able to read French newspapers any more
because I am so disgusted by these miserable torturers’ (F$ 26,
326). Caroline Bohmer felt disinclined to open French news-
papers out of a fear of seeing well-known heads rolling towards
her (CA4 1, 338). Jean Paul described this sudden change in his
essay on Charlotte Corday of 1800:

The tornado of the century, the ice-cold storm of terrorism, finally
descended from the hot cloud and struck down life. Not those tortured
or whose lives were sacrificed suffered most bitterly, but those for
whom each day murdered one great hope of freedom after the other,
who died anew with every victim and for whom the weeping image of
a dying empire wrapped up by chains and vampires gradually
appeared as the result of all these sacrifices.?®

Authors like Wieland, Wilhelm von Humboldt, and Goethe did
not need the signs of terror to fill them with deep doubts, even
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dread, over the French Revolution. According to his Diaries and
Annals of 1789, Goethe behaved so strangely after the outbreak
of the revolution that he appeared to some of his friends to be
mad.

Authors like Friedrich Schlegel who would have been inclined
to condone these events from a broader world-historical
perspective considered the sudden disapproval of the French
Revolution as a sign of the ‘delicate morality of a century’ that
had become ‘too tender and soft-hearted to be able to see
tragedies’ (RKFSA4 2, 207). Yet Schlegel, too, came to despise the
French Revolution, precisely because of its failure in terms of
world history. The French Revolution was for him only ‘the
highest thing the French have’ (KFSA 18, 77), namely an
expression of their ‘antireligious religion’ (KFSA 18, 227). To
consider the merits of the revolution politically and consti-
tutionally would necessarily lead to a ‘perspective of pettiness’
(KFSA 18, 237) because the constitution was the ‘ridiculous
aspect of the French Revolution’ (KFSA 18, 243). Here the
French had ‘constituted many things, but no constitution’
(KFSA 18, 243). In a fragment from the Athenacum, Schlegel
summarized what he called the ‘usual points of view’ of his time
concerning the French Revolution. One was to regard the event
‘as the greatest and most remarkable phenomenon in the
history of nations, as an almost universal earthquake, an
immeasurable flood in the political world’. Another was to see
it ‘as a prototype of revolutions, as the absolute revolution per
se’. These were not Schlegel’s own perspectives. He saw the
revolution simply ‘asthe centre and apex of the French national
character, where all its paradoxes are thrust together; as the
most frightful grotesque of the age, where the most profound
prejudices and their most brutal punishments are mixed up in a
fearful chaos and woven as bizarrely as possible into a monstrous
human tragicomedy’ (KFS4 2, 247-8).

Novalis offered a similar critique. What is important for both
Schlegel and Novalis, however, is their vision of a much greater
revolution than the French one, a revolution that permeated
the age in all spheres of life, including poetry and philosophy.
They saw behind the French Revolution a revolution of truly



Formation and main representatives 59

world-historical dimensions, an event which encompassed their
own theory. Novalis regarded the French Revolution as only a
partial aspect of an impending general upheaval of much vaster
magnitude leading to a new age. He also thought that this
partial attempt had failed. Whoever was mesmerized by this
event would necessarily misinterpret the fundamental course of
history. Such a shortsighted spectator, Novalis thought, recog-
nized only the ‘symptoms’ of the great turnabout and did not
realize that the French Revolution was ‘nothing but the crisis of
beginning puberty’ (NO 2, 459). A true ‘intellectual astron-
omer’ of history, however, had long since recognized that
‘powerful inundations’, ‘changes in climate’, and ‘intense
incitations’ had manifested themselves and that the results
would constitute the ‘content of a new age of history’ (NO 2,
489—90). Novalis was so convinced of the historical relativity of
the French Revolution that he said: ‘If the revolution is truly
historical, every contemporary must be able to find in himselfits
causes and its real essence’ (NO 3, 490). In this sense, Schlegel
and Novalis were profoundly revolutionary thinkers who
developed their thoughts on the French Revolution and its
significance to a new level of historical reflection. As Richard
Brinkmann puts it, they treated the French Revolution in a
manner ‘of high originality and importance that simultaneously
had the quality of the typical, the historically representative’.?’

Novalis was seventeen years old when the French Revolution
began. Of all of the early Romantics, he was most strongly
disposed to the magic words of a revolutionary philosophy of
history : the golden age in the past and the corresponding future
realm of perfection. Yet, through a constant oscillation between
these two poles, by seeing the state of perfection now as
something lost in the past, and then as an achievement still in
the future, he secured himself against either a one-sidedly
utopian or a pessimistic philosophy of history and saw the true
historical status of the human being as something between the
two extremes. In this way, he used the idea of a golden age in the
past simultaneously with and alongside the notion of a
revolution which abruptly changes and constantly upsets our
present state of experience. In this spirit, he wrote: ‘Adam and
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Eve. What was effected by a revolution has to be suspended by
a revolution. Bite of the apple’ (NO 2, 275). And he said even
more paradoxically: ‘Many anti-revolutionary books have been
written for the revolution. Burke has written a revolutionary
book against the revolution’ (NO 2, 459).

In this oscillating manner of thinking, operating between
opposites without overcoming them, accepting the antinomies
as natural, Novalis reflected upon the two forms of government
of democracy and monarchy. On the surface, the two seem to
constitute ‘an insoluble antinomy — the advantages of the one
to be terminated by the opposed advantage of the other’ (NO 2,
503). Itisusual that ‘young people’ are on the side of democracy
and elder representatives of the family on that of monarchy and
that ‘an absolute difference in inclinations’ is responsible for
this opposition : ‘ The one likes changes — the other does not.” At
this point, Novalis seems to propose a scheme of individual
psychological development as an explanation for the different
points of view, and thereby to hierarchize them. He apparently
continues in this direction when he adds: ‘Perhaps in certain
years we all like revolutions, free competition, contests and
similar democratic phenomena. But for the greatest majority
these years pass —and we feel attracted by a more peaceful
world in which a central sun dominates the dance and one
would rather become a fixed planet than enter a destructive
battle for the leadership of the dance’ (ib.). This, however, is
not Novalis’ own position, as is obvious from the conclusion of
the fragment, in which he proposes to become ‘at least
politically as well as religiously tolerant’ and to concede the
possibility that ‘a human being could be inclined differently
from us’. Such a tolerance would eventually lead to the ‘sublime
conviction of a relativity of each positive form’ and thereby to
the ‘true independence of a mature spirit with regard to every
form that is nothing but a tool for it’ (ib.).

Novalis adds to this observation: ‘The time must come when
political entheism and pantheism are most intimately connected
as Interactive members.” ‘Entheism’ in this fragment is the
designation for monotheism, and in political terms, it stands for
the monarchic sysem, while pantheism is the doctrine according
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to which God is everywhere and which therefore corresponds to
democracy in the political realm. Monarchy and democracy, in
other words, are the poles between which our thinking oscillates,
the phenomena of an interactive quality that determine each
other. If we try to apply these thoughts to the political reality of
Novalis’ time, he would argue that we are not talking about a
true monarchy when we turn to pre-revolutionary France or to
most of the reigning houses in Europe. They have long since
ceased to be monarchies (NO 2, 472), and people have taken
them much too seriously in considering their abolition as a ‘life-
endangering and contaminating sickness’ (NO 2, 465-6). Such
interpreters do not go beyond the symptoms and do not notice
that this so-called sickness is nothing other than the ‘incipient
puberty’ of humanity (ib.). As the comets are the ‘revolutionary
torches of the entire world system’, namely signs of a change of
a profounder nature, the French Revolution is an analogous
type of torch which indicates an impending change in our
history (NO 2, 489—9o0).

We have discussed this aspect earlier. What is important in
this context 1s Novalis’ emphasis on interaction, on mutual
determination, on a reciprocal saturation of two utterly opposed
political systems, democracy and monarchy. He expresses these
views mainly in his unpublished fragments, but also in a
collection of fragments with the title ‘ Faith and Love. The King
and the Queen’, which he published in the Yearbooks of the
Prussian Monarchy. This publication aroused some indignation
but it was perhaps not sufficiently read or understood to
constitute a major provocation. A colleague and friend, the
District Magistrate Just, wrote to Novalis after reading the text
that he would do well to hold on to his head if the French came,
but that any monarch would feel cheated if he hired him as an
inveterate monarchist (NO 4, 505). In one of these fragments we
read: ‘There will be a time, and this soon, when people will
generally be convinced that no king can subsist without a
republic and no republic without a king, that both are like body
and soul, and that a king without a republic and a republic
without a king are words without significance. The king always
arose together with the true republic, and the republic together
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with the true king. The true king will be a republic, and the true
republic king’ (NO 2, 490).

This i1s a typical example of early Romantic reflection. To
appreciate it fully, we must realize that Novalis 1s using his
terms in the classical sense of a single person’s rule as monarchy
and the people’s rule as a republic. In this sense, the two are
irreconcilable. Yet Novalis maintains that a ‘true republic’ is
king just as a ‘true king’ is a republic. We could describe this
position by saying that it is equally impossible to think of the
absolute king and the absolute republic in isolation and that our
task 1s rather to think of the king from the perspective of the
republic and the republic from the perspective of the king. But
such terminological clarifications were not the business of
Novalis, who preferred to think in an oscillating manner in
terms of transitions and wished to be a ‘true observer’ operating
with the ‘magic wand’ of analogy (NO 3, 517-18). The most
important document for this interpretation of the French
Revolution which sees it as part of a larger process is his little
essay Christendom or Europe of 1799. No one will read this text
today as a document of the ‘romantic reaction’, as Georg
Lukédcs proposed toward the end of the 1940s, or asa ‘revocation
of realism, Enlightenment, Reformation, modern science, and
bourgeois emancipation’, as Hans Meyer tried to do as late as
1959.2 In its formal aspects, the text is a speech with a
rhetorical structure. With regard to its content, we could call it
an address to the age on the most important tasks of the epoch
— tasks which arose after the revolution, after the failure of the
revolution, especially in Germany.* Novalis concentrates on
the great change which became evidentin his time and expresses
the conviction ‘that the time of resurrection” has come and that
the history of modern unbelief which culminated in the French
Revolution is the ‘key to all the colossal phenomena of modern
times’ (NO g, 516).

How are we to interpret this? After describing in images of an
idealized period of the Middle Ages a harmonious political
community resting on hierarchy and subjugation, Novalis
describes modern discontinuity as beginning with the Re-
formation. He presents a process which is characterized in most
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later histories of philosophy as one of progressive emancipation
and self-liberation. He sees one line of development as pro-
ceeding from the Reformation to the Enlightenment and
Revolution, and defines a historical tradition which was later
made famous by Hegel and Marx. Yet, Novalis gives a negative
note to these events by presenting them not as sign posts of
emancipation, but as manifestations of modern unbelief.
‘Knowledge and possession’ replaced faith and love, modern
politics dissolved the old universalism, and everything con-
tributed to the dominance of calculating rationalism. ‘The
result of the modern manner of thinking was philosophy, and
this was taken to include everything opposed to the old, hence
in particular every attack on religion’ (NO g, 515). With these
observations, Novalis describes the Enlightenment —an En-
lightenment, however, devoid of its usual splendour. Philosophy
transformed the ‘infinitely creative music of the cosmos’ into a
‘monotonous rattling of an infinite mill driven by the stream of
accident’. No other enthusiasm was left but the enthusiasm for
philosophy. France was the ‘seat of this new faith’ where poetry
was decried, the holy offended by sarcasms, and the light
adored ‘because of its mathematical obedience and insub-
ordination’ (NO g, 516). Everywhere in Europe there arose the
‘new European guild: the philanthropists and enlighteners’
(1b.), marking the climax of modern unbelief. The ‘great iron
mask’ walking around in the French Revolution bearing the
name Robespierre sought ‘religion as the centre and the force of
the republic’. From an original negation of religion he rose to its
recognition and became its high priest. Novalis is referring to
the monstrous ‘Gospel of Liberty’ addressed to the supreme
being by the French Republic and issued by Robespierre in
May 1794; he perceives the cold madness of this gesture but
takesit as a sign of the great reversal which he expected not from
France, though, but from Germany.

This leads to Novalis’ own conception of revolution. Whereas
in other European countries we can expect a ‘new and higher
religious life’ only in the time after the ‘peace’ — that is, after
the disturbances stemming from France have been quelled — in
Germany we already realize ‘with full certainty the traces of a
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new world’ (NO g, 519). These are obvious in the progress
towards a ‘higher epoch of culture’, in a ‘tremendous fer-
mentation in the sciences and the arts’; and in a ‘versatility
without comparison’. All these signs are still ‘incoherent and
crude’, but they indicate to anyone with a ‘historical eye’ a
‘universal individuality, a new history, a new humanity’.
Novalis is obviously referring to the developments in poetry and
philosophy of which early German Romanticism forms a part.
If we ask more precisely about the nature of this epoch-making,
however, he retreats into mythical, poetic language and says
with a surrealistic touch:

The newborn will be an image of its father, a new golden age with
dark, infinite eyes, a prophetic, miraculous and healing time, a
consoling and life-engendering time — a great time of reconciliation, a
Savior native to humankind like a true genius, not visible but believed
in, and adored by his believers in manifold forms, consumed as bread
and wine, embraced as the beloved, breathed as air, heard as word
and son, and absorbed with heavenly pleasure as death, with the most
intense pain of love, into the inner part of the dissolving body. (NO 3,
519-20)

As to the time at which this transition will occur, Novalis is
somewhat vague. In the rhetorical fervour of his speech, he
assures his audience: ‘When and how soon? You should not ask
that. Have patience, and it will come, it must come, the holy
time of eternal peace when the new Jerusalem will be the capital
of the world. And until then, be cheerful and courageous in the
dangers of the time, companions of my belief, proclaim with
word and deed the divine gospel, and remain faithful to the true
and infinite faith unto death’ (NO 3, 524).

In similar manner, Friedrich Schlegel saw his time as a period
of great upheaval and the French Revolution as only a partial
expression of this change. The general tendency of the epoch
was that of humanity struggling to enter a new phase of
development, a new history. Schlegel wished to be able ‘to draw
a profile of the giant’ but was aware of the great difficulties in
correctly understanding and punctuating the contemporary
period, and he readily admitted that the citizens of a later
period ‘ will probably think much less of us than we do now, and
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consider a great deal of what we now simply marvel at as only
the necessary preliminary exercises of humanity’ (KFSA4 2, 249;
LF, 234). The intellectual side of this revolution consisted for
him mainly in the ‘history of philosophy from Kant to Fichte’,
which appeared as comprehensive to him as the ‘history of
philosophy from Descartes and Bacon to the latest English and
French philosophers’ (KFSA 18, 67). The most important
impulse 1n this ‘transcendental view’ came from Fichte, who
had ‘shaken consciousness in its innermost creative depths’ and
had organized ‘free self-reflection’ as an art. This had caused
far-reaching ‘revolutions in. other realms of human thinking
and creation’, especially in poetry, which in its higher forms is
‘only another expression of the same transcendental view of
things’ (KFS4 3, 5). Asin the well-known Fragment 116 on the
three ‘greatest tendencies of the age’, Schlegel juxtaposes
philosophical, poetic, and aesthetic revolutions to the French
Revolution and says: ‘Whoever is offended by this juxta-
position, whoever cannot take any revolution seriously that is
not noisy and materialistic, has not yet achieved a lofty, broad
perspective on the history of mankind’ (KFS4 2, 198; LF, 190).
All these movements derive from the ‘centre’, that is, from
‘humanity’ itself. They manifest the ‘fomenting gigantic power
of the age’ (KFSA 2, 261; LF, 246), which for Schlegel is the
“first true age’ (KFSA 2, 262; LF, 256) in which the ‘sun really
begins to rise’ (KFS4 2, 265; LF, 249). Their common tendency
1s a great religion of humanity, a dynamic pantheism animated
by the ‘revolutionary desire to realize God’s realm on earth’
(KFSA 2, 201; LF, 222). According to the ‘Speech on
Mythology’, humanity is struggling ‘with all its power to find
its own centre’ (KFSA 2, 314; DP, 83). This religion will
‘swallow the French Revolution’, and the ‘highest destination
and dignity’ of the latter will perhaps appear to ‘future history’
as having been the most vigorous incitement of this slumbering
religion’ (KFSA 18, 94).

In June 1795, deeply engrossed in his studies of ancient Greek
literature and its relationship to the modern age, Friedrich
Schlegel received a letter from Caroline who addressed him by
his nickname and said:
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Fritz, there are two books which you must read, and one of them deals
with the problem of knowledge. This is Condorcet. He belongs to your
field — since you want to determine the level of culture of a people and
the value of this culture according to the notion that we can form of the
earliest human perfection. Condorcet does not know anything about
your great turning-point in history, but more about the turns into
infinity than you and I have ever dreamed about. (KFSA 23, 235)

The other book mentioned by Caroline is that by S. C. F. Fulda
on German history and is of little importance in the context of
revolution. Condorcet’s text, however, was of prime significance
not only for a world-historical understanding of the French
Revolution, but also for Schlegel’s and his friends’ own
undertakings in the field of theory.?

Caroline referred to Condorcet’s latest work, his Skeich for a
Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind of 1794, a text
sketched out in great haste in hiding from his Jacobin
persecutors during the short time left to him before his death.
This work, although highly eclectic and sketchy, is the classic
exposition of the doctrine of the infinite perfectibility of the
human race. In a positivistic manner and in the style of a
‘mathématique sociale’, Condorcet concentrated on the de-
pendence of each instance on the preceding ones and its own
impact on the following ones and thereby attempted to
demonstrate the unlimited progress of humanity as a natural
law (CO, 2) — provided, of course, that ‘the earth occupies its
present place in the system of the universe, and as long as the
general laws of this system produce neither a general cataclysm
nor such changes as will deprive the human race of its present
resources’ (CO, 3). Condorcet’s model of science is definitely a
mathematical one. Hence his insistence on the truly indefinite
and infinite process of perfectibility, which by its very character
does not permit a limit, a term, or a goal of its development. He
expressly says:

Such is the aim of the work that I have undertaken, and its result will
be to show by appeal to reason and fact that nature has set no term to
the perfection of the human faculties: that the perfectibility of man is
truly indefinite: and that the progress of this perfectibility, from now
onwards independent of any power that might wish to halt it, has no
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other limit than the duration of the globe upon which nature has cast
us. (CO, 3)

Condorcet’s starting-point for his calculation was the human
ability, in contrast to that of the animals, to form simple and
compound concepts as well as simple and compound ideas from
individual sense-impressions and to generate moral principles
from the feeling of pleasure and displeasure (CO, 1). The
sensualist philosophy of Locke and Condillac formed the
nucleus of perfectibility for him, and the origin of language and
the creation of new sign systems were essential to his notion of
perfectibility. This is perhaps the most important line of
development in this thought, leading to ever new combinations
and pointing to the creation of a mathematical language and an
entirely artificial system of signs. The decisive turning-point in
this history of humanity is consequently not the advent of
Christianity nor the change from a local to a universal
development, but the ‘invention of alphabetical writing’
followed by the art of printing and a computerized means of
transmitting knowledge. Another path runs from tribal society
to pastoral, agricultural, and industrialized forms of society,
and other approaches pursue models of differentiation in
additional spheres of life. Condorcet divides history into ten
epochs, the ninth of which forms the period of the Enlight-
enment from Descartes to the foundation of the French Republic
and is marked by three great accomplishments: the philosophy
of Locke and Condillac, which permitted an entirely natural
explanation of our ideas and moral concepts; the political
principles of Rousseau; and the doctrine of the infinite
perfectibility of the human species as formulated by Turgot,
Price, and Priestley (CO, 166). The tenth depicts ‘future
progress of the human mind’ in the sense of general education,
universal suffrage, freedom before the law, freedom of thought
and freedom of speech, the right of self-determination for
colonized peoples, the fair distribution of wealth, insurance and
pension-rights, social medicine, equal rights for women, and so
on (CO, 203-35). A special point in Condorcet’s philosophy of
perfectibility concerns the effects of a ‘conserving medicine’



68 German Romantic literary theory

and is directly related to his mathematical concept of indefinite
progress and limitless perfectibility, of a movement without a
final goal. Such speculation finds its greatest obstacle in the
invariable nature of the human being, the most conspicuous
expression of which is death. Progress in ‘médicine préserva-
trice’ is expected to diminish the ‘organic degeneration’ of the
human being, to permit the decisive step beyond the per-
manence of an invariable human nature, and actually to raise
the process of perfectibility to new levels (CO, 236—-7).
Friedrich Schlegel adopted the theory of infinite perfectibility
from Condorcet in the summer of 1795. One can find similar
conceptions of history in Kant’s and Fichte’s notions of an
infinite progress of history approaching its goal only in stages
through an infinite approximation. The use of the term
‘perfectibility’, however, with the addition of the word ‘infi-
nite’, precludes any final perfection as an ultimate stage and is
indeed most unusual in the German thought of the time,
especially in the mathematical expression of these concepts.
Schlegel first applied the term in his writings on Greek
literature, and no other theory refuted the notion of an absolute
classicism more thoroughly for him than Condorcet’s idea of
infinite perfectibility.?’ In this conception, the goal of the
historical movement was also detached from any form of arrival,
and a final perfection was precluded in the past as well as in the
future. In German philosophy, especially in Kant and Fichte,
the historical movement did have such a point of arrival, if not
in reality, then in thought. This was the full deployment of all
human faculties in the perfected society of a fulfilled repub-
licanism, and this, despite its humanism, was a metaphysical
idea. Such a human state appeared so far removed from the
present German misery, however, that Kant could visualize it
only as a peripheral concept in history, and Fichte actually
described it as unrealizable, as a regulative ideal. But for both
Kant and Fichte, human nature, the subject, determines the
course of history as the final goal, as a structural axiom, as the
totality of meaning. In contrast to this, the system of infinite
perfectibility has no such principle, either as an origin or as a
goal. The movement described in the process of infinite
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perfectibility is a decentred movement, yet the lack of centre is
not experienced as a loss of centre but as the normal state of
affairs. In German philosophy, the movement of history
remained determined by a firm principle of arrival, if only in the
sense of approximation. Friedrich Schlegel referred to Herder
and Kant, and saw Herder as taking ‘tradition and education’
as the principles underlying the coherence of history (KFSA 1,
629), while Kant projected everything into the future and
adopted a ‘teleological point of view’, taking the harmonious
formation of all human faculties in a free republican society as
his reference point for history (ib.). Indeed, the common
denominator of German thought during the eighteenth century
seems to have been the idea of an education of the human race,
a progressive perfection of humanity, a rounding off of human
nature — in short, a thinking in terms of the transcendental
subject.

In a fragment of 1796, Friedrich Schlegel emphasizes
‘absolute infinity’ by underlining ‘absolute’ twice and marking
the remaining stages as never ending, as truly infinite. The
fragment reads: ‘ Analysis of ABSOLUTE infinity, of the progress
still remaining. Not only matter is inexhaustible, but also form;
each concept, each proof, each sentence is infinitely perfectible.
Mathematics is not excluded from this. Enormously important
is the perfectibility of mathematics for philosophy, the doctrine of
science, and logic’ (KFSA 18, 506). Basic concepts of early
Romantic theory have a revolutionary character and are
expressed 1n revolutionary vocabulary. On the level of tran-
scendental reflection, the revolution as political insurrection
finds its counterpart in the logical insurrection of scepticism.
The insurrection of scepticism forms an essential element of
Romantic irony, and constitutes a countermovement of en-
thusiasm and scepticism described by Schlegel in many in-
stances as a ‘constant alternation of self-creation and self-
destruction’ (e.g., KFSA 2, 127, 149, 151, 172). However, just as
permanent insurrection in political life would result in anarchy,
permanent scepticism would lack any forward-moving power of
thought. Schlegel observes in Athenaeum Fragment g7: ‘As a
temporary condition scepticism is logical insurrection; as a
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system it is anarchy. Sceptical method would therefore more or
less resemble insurgent government’ (KFSA4 2, 179; LF, 173).
He also viewed Romantic poetry as an ‘absolutely progressive
poetry’ involved in a process of constant becoming and an
endlessly developing march. Romantic poetry, he declares in
Fragment 116 of the Athenaeum, ‘ alone is infinite, just as it alone
1s free; and it recognizes as its first commandment that the will
of the poet can tolerate no law above itself” (KFS4 2, 183; LF,
175). Schlegel was obviously convinced that opposition, con-
tradiction, antinomy, and antithesis are essential to our exist-
ence. As he putsit, ‘for someone who has attained a certain level
and universality of education, the inner self is a continuous
chain of the most colossal revolutions’ (KFSA 18, 82; 2, 255).

It was of great importance for the formation of Friedrich
Schlegel’s thought that at an early stage of his critical work he
became familiar with Condorcet’s doctrine of the infinite
perfectibility of the human race. Traces of Condorcet are
numerous in his writings. Yet, he did not by any means simply
take over Condorcet’s theory of infinite perfectibility, but
eventually recast it in his own terms. When he formulated his
own theory of history in the medium of romantic poetry, there
1s no longer any trace of the French model. However, the
thought of a decentred movement irreducible to a foreknown
goal remained the same. He writes in Athenaeum Fragment 116:
‘Other kinds of poetry are finished and are now capable of
being fully analysed. The romantic kind of poetry 1s still in the
state of becoming: that, in fact, is its real essence: that it should
forever be becoming and never be perfected. It can be exhausted
by no theory and only a divinatory criticism would dare try to
characterize its ideal’ (KFS4 2, 183; LF, 175).

This infinite becoming, irreducible to a knowable principle
with regard to beginning or end, seems to express the new
Romantic philosophy of history most concisely and to de-
marcate its difference from the Enlightenment and the idealistic
view of history. The revision embodied in this new formulation
of infinite perfectibility seems to have been directly provoked by
the course the French Revolution had taken. In a subtle double
gesture, the new Romantic conception of perfectibility main-
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tains both scepticism towards any achievable final goal and
belief in the pursuit of such a goal. One way of describing this
position is through Schlegel’s frequent use of formulas such as
‘as long as’ or ‘not vet’. In this sense, Schlegel justifies
fragmentary writing ‘as long as’ we have not yet established the
completed system of knowledge, and he demands irony ‘wher-
ever philosophy appears in oral or written dialogues — and is not
simply confined to rigid systems’ (KFSA4 2, 152; LF, 148). Ina
similar sense, philosophy is in need of ‘genial inspirations’ and
‘products of wit’ as long as it is not yet entirely systematic. This
will change, Schlegel assures us, once we move on to a secure
methodology. Yet, as we realize at this point, the words ‘as long
as’ and ‘not yet’ do not designate a temporary deficiency or a
transitoriness to be overcome by fulfilled knowledge, but are
ironic expressions of the actual state of our knowledge, its
permanent form. Schlegel said: ‘One can only become a
philosopher, not be one. As soon as one thinks one is a
philosopher, one stops becoming one’ (KFSA4 2, 173; LF, 167).



CHAPTER 2

Poetry in the early Romantic theory
of the Schlegel brothers

The Schlegel brothers did not originally conceive of poetry in
the larger context of a comprehensive aesthetics or an encyclo-
paedia of the sciences and the arts, but as a topic that directly
formed the centre of their interest and spontaneously occupied
their investigations. We could also say that their entire thinking
about art had a character determined by poetry and that their
later aesthetic works and encyclopaedic projects took their
starting-point from there.! Poetry was the primary subject of
reflection for these critics, at least during the early Romantic
period. Indeed, the Schlegels were unique in making the
investigation of the nature of poetry the vocation of their lives
and in seeing the clarification of this question as the particular
contribution they wanted to make.

The intention can be seen in Friedrich Schlegel’s decision,
datable almost in terms of a particular day, to choose the
investigation of the ‘art of poetry’ or the ‘poetic work of art’ as
the ‘destiny’ of his life (KFSA4 23, 96), while A. W. Schlegel had
already made this decision during his studies at Gottingen
University (1786—91). This highly conscious and persistently
pursued objective is easily overlooked in the intellectual
panorama of that time because one usually associates the
Schlegels with more general trends such as the new stimulus in
poetry or the lively development of philosophy and aesthetics.
Indeed, they took part in these endeavours by contributing, as
A. W. Schlegel did, to Schiller’s Horae and the Almanac of the
Muses, or in Friedrich Schlegel’s case, by immersion in the
philosophical life of Jena. For the intellectual orientation of the
Schlegels, however, and their historical position, these were in
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fact only marginal efforts, because their main activity was the
consistent pursuit of a theory of poetry.

According to an early project of January 1793, this theme was
to be explored in a communal correspondence ‘on poetry’
(KFS$SA4 23, 81). Although the project never materialized, various
attempts are sufficiently recognizable in the letters exchanged
about it. Friedrich Schlegel appears as a critic who, in his
brother’s opinion, was dangerously close ‘to construing a poet
according to concepts ‘a priori’ (KFSA 23, 129). Indeed, he
frequently felt induced to defend the ‘system’ against his
brother, or at least the ‘spirit of the system, which is something
entirely different from the system’ (KFSA 23, 130). A. W.
Schlegel always appears in this debate as someone who insists on
concrete and observable data such as metre, rhythm, rhyme,
and language. These differing views reveal the separate
speculative and empirical starting-points of the Schlegels, their
individual profiles. A. W. Schlegel pursued the project of a
correspondence on poetry much more seriously than his brother.
In November 1794, he wrote his ‘Considerations on Metrics’
for him in a sequence of letters (AWS SW 7, 98-194) that
formed the origin of his ‘Letters on Poetry, Metre, and
Language’ published in Schiller’s Horae (AWS SW 7, 98-194).
Friedrich Schlegel’s early projects, as for instance his manu-
scripts ‘On Beauty in Poetry’ of 1794—5, emphasize the question
of unity in literary works (KFSA4 16, 5-31). One of his first
remarks on this subject stems from the end of May 1793 and
reads: ‘Manifoldness must necessarily be tied together to an
inner unity. Everything must operate towards one, and the
existence, position, and significance of everything else must
necessarily result from this one. That which unites all parts,
which animates the whole and keeps it together, the heart of the
poem, is often deeply concealed’ (KFSA 23, 97).

This attempt to create a new foundation for poetics evolved
from the Schlegels’ conviction that the question of what poetry
actually is had hitherto been wrongly addressed by focusing
exclusively on formal requirements that could never manifest
anything truly poetic. They found this erroneous approach in
Aristotle, who had determined the requirements for poetry too
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one-sidedly in terms of the epic, in the Roman representatives of
an ars poetica, or the theoreticians of classicism who searched for
normative principles but could only formulate rules. Lessing,
too, had searched for a ‘poetic Euclid’, as if such a manual
could be established for poetry (AWS V 1, 211). Their general
rejection of the tradition of poetics did not, however, prevent
the Schlegels from finding decisive inspiration for their own
thinking in rhetoricians of late antiquity, such as Dionysius of
Halicarnassus, or in Plato, or even in Aristotle, as well as in
Dante, Boccaccio, Shakespeare, Goethe, and Schiller. In their
opinion, the fundamental question about what poetry is had to
be raised completely anew. Before examining the best-known
contribution by the Schlegels to this topic — namely — their
distinction between ancient and modern, classical and romantic
poetry, the discussion will focus on their structural analysis of
poetry, which has hitherto received less critical attention. These
two approaches, however, the historical and the structural, will
never be easily disentangled in the case of authors whose
aesthetic motto was: ‘ The best theory of art is its own history.”?
One important aspect of their new investigation into the nature
of poetry concerned the function of the imagination. As far as
German philosophy is concerned, Kant had already taken up
this issue in his critical philosophy as well as in the aesthetic
dimension of his thought. One way of approaching the
Schlegels’ notion of poetry and the poetic is via their under-
standing of the imagination as a creative principle, especially in
its distinction from the Kantian analysis of this faculty.

THE THEORY OF THE IMAGINATION

The main difference between Kant’s aesthetics and the early
Romantic theory of poetry concerns the understanding of the
imagination. Kant obviously does not grant the imagination the
high status bestowed on it by the early Romantics, for whom 1t
is capable of creating consummate works. The imagination, for
him, is rather a sensuous faculty capable of apprehending a
multitude of appearances and representing this multiplicity in
the scheme of ‘manifoldness’. It is understanding that unifies
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this manifoldness, according to Kant, and thereby engenders
concepts. Discussing this function of the imagination in the
Critique of Pure Reason, he does not yet touch upon the
‘aesthetical’, preferring to focus primarily on the ‘logical’
aspect of our intellectual operations. More precisely, Kant says
that although the imagination is a faculty of ‘sensuality’, its
manner of activity already has the effect of a ‘synthesis of
spontaneity’ by determining sensuality, or a given manifoldness
of sensuality, a priori. This manner of activity, or this ability to
synthesize, is to apprehend a manifoldness in the scheme of
manifoldness. Looked at more closely, however, such spon-
taneous activity is not one of the imagination alone, but reveals
an interaction with the faculty of understanding, and is indeed
an ‘effect of understanding upon sensuality’ (K4 3, 119g—20).%
Kant obviously does not see the imagination as independent,
but bound to the understanding and even subordinate to it.
This aspect of the Critique of Pure Reason directly exhibits the low
degree of auto-activity which Kant accords to the imagination.
The first visible sign of spontaneity and creative activity
discernible on this level is actually that of the understanding,
which is located in the realm of the logical and not attributable
to the aesthetic powers of the mind.

To be sure, in his Critique of Judgment, Kant granted the
imagination a larger scope of activity. This is obvious first of all
in his analysis of our aesthetic judgment of taste, in his looking
at the aesthetic experience from the perspective of the spectator,
the recipient. According to a famous new formula, these
aesthetic judgments of taste result from a ‘free play of
imagination and understanding’ (K4 5, 217-18; C¥, 52). Here,
too, we find an interference of the understanding with the
imagination, because Kant obviously cannot conceive of a free
spontaneous activity of the imagination on its own. In contrast
to the cooperation between imagination and understanding in
the realm of the logical, however, the dominance of the
understanding is now much reduced, even suspended. This
manifests itself in a ‘free play’ between the two faculties, but
also in the fact that the aesthetic experience does not resultin a
concept for which the guiding power of the understanding



76 German Romantic literary theory

would be needed. Yet the aesthetic experience is not merely
subjective for Kant like the taste of the tongue, the palate, and
the throat’ (K4 5, 212; (7, 46), but something ‘capable of
being universally communicated’ (K4 5, 217; ('f, 51), of being
‘deemed valid for everyone’, of finding the ‘concurrence of
others’ (KAs, 216; (7, 50). The beautiful is, in short, something
‘which pleases universally without requiring a concept’ (K4 5,
219; (7, 54). Itis in these formulations that the Kantian notion
of the imagination finds a more distinct delineation within the
aesthetic realm, although we realize that it always remains
bound to the understanding and never emerges in its distinct
autonomy.

In a similar manner, Kant describes the activity of the
imagination from the point of view of the creator — the artist, or
genius. Genius is essentially the ‘faculty of presenting aesthetic
tdeas’. Kant understands by this a ‘representation of the
imagination which occasions much thought, without, however,
any definite thought, i.e., any concept adequate to it; it
consequently cannot be completely compassed and made
intelligible by language’ (K4, 5, 314; C¥, 157). At this point,
Kant perhaps comes closest to the conception of the imagination
as a productive faculty, and it is also in this section that most of
his examples derive from poetry. He mentions that the poet
creates intuitions that transcend all forms of experience,
sensualizes ideas ‘of invisible beings, the kingdom of the blessed,
hell, eternity, creation, etc.’, and with the aid of the ima-
gination, presents human experiences such as death, envy, and
all the vices, as well as love, fame, and the like, even beyond all
limits of our experience. Kant says that the imagination gives
these ideas and concepts a motion, a movement occasioning
‘more thought than can ever be comprehended in a definite
concept and which consequently aesthetically enlarges the
concept in an unbounded fashion’ (K4 5, 315; C¥, 158). This is
for Kant the creative aspect of the imagination. Here again,
imagination and understanding are the constituent principles,
and it is only in their cooperation of free play that the creative
activity of genius finds expression (K4 5, 316). Genius is for
Kant the ‘happy relation’ between these faculties that ‘no
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science can teach and no industry can learn’ and that enables
the artist to find an expression for his ideas in language,
painting, or statuary, which makes them universally com-
municable (Ka 5, 317; CJ, 160).

The Schlegels had the impression that Kant, in spite of his
powerful advocacy of the autonomy of art in his Critique of
Judgment, had not accorded sufficient autonomous activity toits
central source, the imagination, in that he had either linked or
subordinated it to understanding and reason. In this manner, a
false note entered his doctrine of the beautiful, which had to be
retuned by presenting the imagination in its full potentiality
and specific manner of activity. According to their different
personal tempers, the Schlegels settled their differences with
Kant in their individual ways: Friedrich Schlegel by ignoring
Kant and developing his own view of the imagination, and A.
W. Schlegel by conducting a detailed argument with Kant. To
assume, however, that the Schlegels opposed Kant’s theory of
the imagination with one of their own, or that their poetic
theory proceeded from the imagination as its ground and first
principle, would be an incorrect reading of their texts. This
would bring into their argument a systematic tendency that
simply does not exist. We should rather take their often
fragmentary and mostly casual observations on the imagination
as individual views and insights that attempt to point to the
particular mode of operation of this often neglected faculty, its
energy-specific activity. A. W. Schlegel accomplishes this by
contrasting his understanding of the imagination with that of
Kant. Friedrich Schlegel often confronts the unifying power of
the imagination with that of reason and discovers a greater
suppleness in the former, a sharper rigidity in the latter. One
can call this procedure a ‘theory of the imagination’ only by
insisting on the particular Schlegelian meaning of the word
‘theory’, which, in accordance with its classical Greek origin, is
a mental view, a visual perception, and not at all a systema-
tization or construction of the results and contents of knowledge
(KFSA 2, 337).

If one wishes to characterize the imagination as a particular
human faculty, Friedrich Schlegel seems to argue, it distin-
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guishes itself from reason* by its intensely individual, subjective,
and personal manner of operation. By using in this instance the
word ‘poetry’ for imagination, he says at the beginning of his
Dualogue on Poetry: ‘ There is only one reason, and for everyone it
remains the same; but just as every human being has his own
nature and his own love, so does he bear within him his own
poetry’ (KFSA 2, 284; DP, 53). This does not imply a poetic
solipsism which encloses us in the world of the imagination,
because it is our task ‘to grasp every other independent form of
poetry in its classical power and abundance’ (ib.), a feat which
is possible because this power is operative in all of us in a more
or less intense form. In addition, the imagination is an
immensely social faculty which is capable of furthering socia-
bility. According to Friedrich Schlegel’s Athenaeum Fragment
116, we should ‘make poetry lively and sociable, and life and
society poetical’ (KFSA4 2, 182; LF, 175).

From this point of view, one could consider the imagination
as a form of knowledge, an epistemological faculty that
recognizes its objects in a much more individual and intimate
manner than reason and understanding, which operate ac-
cording to transcendental concepts and laws. Friedrich Schlegel
even seems to assume that the imagination is the primary
faculty in our encounter with the world, and that reason begins
to operate only after we have established a poetic relationship
with our environment. The world, in this conception, appears
like a work of art, as a poem, as the ‘riches of animating nature
with her plants, animals, and formations of every type, shape,
and colour’, as an ‘unconscious poetry which stirs in the plant
and shines in the light’ (KFSA 2, 285; DP, 53—4). We are able
to comprehend this original poetry directly and transform it
into language, a ‘poetry of words’, because ‘a part of the poet,
a spark of his creative spirit, lives in us and never ceases to glow
with secret force deep under the ashes of our self-induced
unreason’ (ib.). Indeed, from the point of view of knowledge,
the imagination seems to have supremacy over reason if we
compare the two in epistemological terms. Whereas reason
tends to unify its elements of knowledge as concepts, the
imagination not only tends to embrace the greatest abundance
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and manifoldness, but also includes the comical, droll, and
quaint features of life that reason is inclined to eliminate. For
this view of the world, Schlegel uses words like ‘chime of life’ or
‘music of life’, and in his review of Tieck’s translation of Don
Quijote, he speaks directly of the ability of poetry ‘to fantasize
the music of life’ (KFS4 2, 282—-3). In a fragment of 1798 he says
of this fantastic view: ‘The world considered as music is an
eternal dance of all beings, a universal song of all living
creatures, and a rhythmical stream of spirits’ (KFS4 18, 202).
In the ‘Speech on Mythology’, the task of poetry is to cancel
‘the laws of rationally thinking reason, and to transplant us
once again into the beautiful confusion of imagination, into the
original chaos of human nature’ (KFS4 2, 319; DP, 86).

These remarks should not be understood as if Friedrich
Schlegel wished to set up a new universal realm of the
imagination, of poetry and mythology, that would end the
dominance of reason and now, conversely, subject reason to
the imagination. Yet, this is how he is often interpreted in the
contemporary critique of ideology.® In reality, his aim was to
establish the imagination in its own right alongside reason and
to determine it on the basis of its natural function, which was
not sufficiently recognized in idealistic philosophy and de-
termined too exclusively from a rational perspective to allow for
the development of the new theory of poetry which the Schlegels
hoped to achieve. This aim already anticipates Friedrich
Schlegel’s later critique of idealism, reason, and pure thought,
on the grounds that reason, because of its specific mode of
activity, is not capable of producing anything but structures of
mere thought and thereby moves along the thread of thought,
describing a circle around itself which is void of any positive
content.® At the time of early Romanticism, however, he
developed a programme for the ‘union of poetry and philo-
sophy’, and the ‘new mythology’ was conceived as ‘the most
artful of all works of art’ (KFS4 2, 312; DP, 82).7

A. W. Schlegel developed this point more precisely in his
critique of Kant’s notion of the imagination. His argument can
be found in his Berlin lectures of 1801—2 on literature and art,
which seek to present early Romantic theory in a coherent and
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generally understandable manner. His main objection against
Kant is that he has not grasped the activity of the imagination
in the realm of artistic beauty, but has borrowed it from his
conception of the understanding.® Beauty, in Kant’s Critique of
Judgment, 1s not something genuine which can be explained by
itself, but only ‘the form of objects as they correspond to the
demands of understanding’ (AWS V 1, 231). Similarly, Kant
did not consider the imagination ‘independently as poetic
imagination, but only in its relationship to the understanding’
(1b.). According to A. W. Schlegel, such divisions into faculties
result from Kant’s poor and narrow conception of the beautiful,
most obvious in the fact that he separates the beautiful from the
sublime (AWS V 1, 234-6). In relating the perception of the
beautiful to the understanding, Kant had to deny any re-
lationship between the beautiful and the infinite because the
understanding is a faculty ‘occupied with pure finitude’ (AWS
V1, 231). Separating the ‘height of understanding from artistic
genius’, he therefore needed something in addition to genius
‘for the production of the highest in art’. All these distinctions
follow for A. W. Schlegel from Kant’s much too narrow concept
of the beautiful (AWS V 1, 239).

Kant lacked, in short, any understanding of the ‘symbolic
nature of the beautiful’ and simply could not rise to that
‘absolute and indivisible act through which genius produces its
artistic creation’ (AWS V 1, 240). He wished to segregate the
animalistic, sensuous side of our nature from its reasonable,
spiritual counterpart. As A. W. Schlegel put it:

What we have praised about art in general, namely, that it
accomplishes for perception what the highest philosophy achieves
through speculation, can be made clear here by means of an example.
Transcendental intuition teaches us that body and soul are not
originally opposed but one; from this point of view, we consider bodily
organization as a radiation of the spirit. When in an artistic work body
and spirit merge in perfect harmony, the merely animalistic disappears
as well as the merely rational, and the ideal, the truly human, the
divine, or whatever expression one wishes to use emerges.

A. W. Schlegel refers to the figures of gods and heroes in
classical plastic art or the tragic personae in classical drama who
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are ‘truly ideal’ in so far as this interpenetration of animality
and humanity has taken place in them. In a similar manner, a
poem or any other work of art can be called ideal ‘when matter
and form, letter and spirit have penetrated each other to the
point of complete indistinguishableness’ (ib.). The same is true
for the reverse manner of integration ‘when the spirit is drawn
down into a complete harmony with animality’ and does not
reveal the least sign of conflict. In the realm of plastic art, he
refers to satyrs and sileni, or in poetry to the masks of
Aristophanes. These figures are permitted to be ‘immoral’,
because in reality they do not exist. Morality is suspended in
their case, just as in that of the divine figures. (AWS V 1, 240-1).

Such artistic creations, however, cannot be the work of genius
as Kant understood the term, that is, as a ‘blind tool of nature’
(AWS V 1, 241). His definition of genius could be applied
virtually unchanged to the artistic drives of animals, to the
production of beehives, beavers’ lodges, and silk worm cocoons,
for example — works that are not freely produced by these
animals themselves, but rather by nature working through
them (AWS V 1, 242). Schlegel quotes with amusement Kant’s
statement according to which neither Homer nor Wieland
would be able to indicate how their ‘imaginative and at the
same time thoughtful ideas’ originated in their minds. As far as
Wieland is concerned, he adds sarcastically that this was an
‘unfortunate choice’, ‘because Wieland knows very well, and if
he should have forgotten, others do and can very well indicate,
from which French and other authors he has collected his ideas’
(AWS V 1, 242). In another instance, A. W. Schlegel describes
Kant as first scratching out the eyes of genius and later, to
remedy the damage, putting on the spectacles of taste to
produce an aesthetic judgment (AWS V 1, 243). He also says:
‘According to Kant, genius, like the mother bear, gives birth
only to raw offspring which have to be formed through taste,
but this can hardly be reconciled with the assumption that
genius is supposed to provide the rule for art’ (ib.).

It appears sufficiently clear at this point that, together with
his polemic against the imagination ‘as an entirely blind and
passive natural drive’, A. W. Schlegel rejects the organic,
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natural, unconscious origin of art implied in Kant’s aesthetics
and in strong opposition insists on the highly conscious,
intentional, and reflective character of artistic creation. This is
completely in line with his other statements on poetry. In his
‘Letters on Poetry, Metre, and Language’ of 1795, he makes a
special issue of the question of whether the poet is a ‘favourite of
nature’ who, without knowing how, transforms words of
ordinary language, a language of need and restriction, into
heavenly song. His answer is that there is no such ‘natural’
origin of poetry and that poetic creation is an intentional work,
a craft, working in the material of language (AWS SW 7, 98—g).
Also in other instances, in his Jena and Berlin lectures on
aesthetics, Schlegel rejects the notion of an original, natural,
pregiven poetry from which artistic, ‘artificial’ poetry 1is
allegedly derived. To put his view of this relationship in extreme
terms, in terms of earlier and later, he claims that artistic poetry
came first and a natural poetry became conceivable only after
the former had come into existence (AWS V 1, 256—7). In other
words, there was no original state of poetry from which our
poetry has fallen, but poetry, like all of our activities, takes place
on this side of the fall (AWS V 1, 254). In another instance, he
takes up Schiller’s distinction of a ‘naive’ and a ‘sentimental’
poetry, also conceived in terms of an origin and a fall from this
origin or a separation from nature. Schlegel thinks that this
distinction cannot lead very far because the entire dichotomy is
construed from the perspective of the sentimental. In a
rhetorical manner he asks: ‘ For whom could the naive be naive
but for the sentimental?’ (AWS V 1, 222).

A. W. Schlegel’s main point is that ‘true poetry is seldom
correctly understood and that the specific action of the
imagination appears unnatural to those who themselves have
no spark of it” (AWS SW 7, 93). If we perceive an object in the
medium of the imagination, each part of it ‘must be coloured by
this medium’. In drama, for instance, the poetic appears as
‘historical’, as a real human occurrence, although ‘its untruth
1s not at all concealed’ and we know from the beginning that it
s fiction. Yet the poetic presentation of the event is able to bring
the essentials of the matter before us in a much clearer and more
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lively manner than the ‘most scrupulous protocol’. The
dramatist accomplishes this effect by lending his personages ‘a
more perfect organ of communication’ than human beings
possess. Whereas in real life the force of passion and other
occurrences often inhibit their expression and stifle the faculty of
communication, the poet can remove such hindrances. When in
Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet Juliet learns of Romeo’s death
after her awakening and is summoned by the friar to flee, she
simply says: ‘Go, get thee hence, for [ will not away’ (v, g, 165).

A. W. Schlegel thus wants to say that with poetry we enter a
world with its own laws, proportions, relations, and measure-
ments that stand out from those of the real world in a most
meaningful manner. He refers to Circe in Calderdn’s El mayor
encanto, amor, who says that, for her, the stars are letters on the
blue page of the sky (AWS V 1, 719). A particularly prominent
example of poetic diction is the discourse of love in poetry. Such
speech cannot function without images, but they rise above ‘the
entire other world’ as if they ‘had lost the measurement of the
real’ and strayed to the limit of things ‘as far as the wings of the
imagination will carry them and without any feeling of an
aberration’ (AWS SW 7, 94). In order to illustrate the language
of love, Schlegel refers again to Romeo and Fuliet, which he
regards as a lyrical type of drama, and says: ‘ The more remote
and dissimilar the images are, the more meaningful their
similes must appear’ (AW.S SW 7, 95). Love is in its essence an
experience of ‘uncomprehended contradictions’, something
that transcends reason and cannot at all be grasped by reason.
Even if responded to by the ‘most beautiful reply’, love cannot
‘dissolve into complete harmony’ and therefore has a tendency
‘to manifest itself antithetically’ (ib.). Considering the auton-
omous life and legislation of poetry in the realm of language,
Schlegel also emphasized the ‘wordplay’ in poetry, especially
that of lyric poetry, as particularly significant.® His argu-
mentation for the appropriateness of wordplays results from the
auto-legislation of the imagination, its energy-specific mode of
operation also manifest in the ability ‘to play significantly with
similarities of tones’. A wordplay is for A. W. Schlegel ‘a
comparison between the meaning of words and their sound’. He
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refers to his favourite lyric poet, Petrarch, whose ‘marvellous
images and metaphors, constantly returning opposites and
gentle mystical suggestions’, cannot be translated into any
language of reason or understanding. Another illustration of the
language of the imagination would be the ‘daring metaphors
and antithetical richness of words’ expressed in grief over the
‘loss or the death of the beloved’ (AWS SW 7, 96).

We will come back to these linguistic aspects of A. W.
Schlegel’s theory of poetry after first investigating the particular
notion of mimesis which results from his concept of the
imagination. He dealt with the relationship between reason and
imagination in an image-laden critique of the Enlightenment in
his Berlin lectures on literature of 1803. He offered the
comparison that the human mind was divided like the outer
world ‘between light and dark’ and that  the alternation of day
and night’ would be a ‘fitting image for our spiritual existence’
(AWS V 1, 524). Whereas in the ‘sunshine of reason’ we are
bound to the ‘conditions of reality’, these are suspended during
the night and enveloped in a ‘benevolent veil’. A ‘view into the
realms of possibility’ opens up. In this sense, reason and
imagination form the ‘ common basic force of our being’, reason
insisting absolutely on ‘unity’, imagination playing its game in
the realm of ‘infinite manifoldness’. This ‘darkness’ in which
the root of our existence disappears is for Schlegel the ‘charm of
life’, the ‘soul of all poetry’. In order to emphasize its mode of
existence entirely independent from reason, he refers to dreams
in which the imagination ‘plays free from all coercion’ (AWS V
1, 527). Of course, people know how to interpret dreams in a
rationalistic manner, Schlegel continues sarcastically. Yet the
Homeric Greeks were already clever enough to distinguish
between ‘meaningful and merely accidental’ dreams. Whoever
has not had dreams in his life, Schlegel concludes, that at least
testify to a highly marvellous, even bizarre freedom of the
imagination, is not overly burdened with poetry (ib.).

The specific question to which all this leads concerns, of
course, the relationship between poetry and reality — in other
words, the mimetic character of poetry. In tackling this
problem, A. W. Schlegel takes the Aristotelian dictum from the
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Poetics, “ the beautiful arts are mimetic’, as his starting-point and
reinforces it with the classicistic mandate: ‘Art should imitate
nature’ (AWS V 1, 252). Whether his interpretation of Aristotle
or Boileau is correct is not at issue here. We are interested only
in his notion of imitation. If one takes nature not in a restricted
or subjective sense but rather as the ‘quintessence of all things’,
Schlegel maintains, then it is evident ‘that art has to take its
subjects from nature, because there is nothing else’ (AWS V 1,
257). ‘The elements of artistic creation, however transformed
they become through its marvellous activity, must always be
borrowed from a given reality.” From this point of view, one
does not have to prescribe that art should imitate nature, since
this occurs by itself, and the Aristotelian sentence need only be
modified to read: ‘Art should form nature’ (ib.).

However, if one concentrates on the process of forming and
creating asitis executed by the imagination, Schlegel continues,
one soon discovers that this is not a copying of something
already existing that would give art short shrift. It is rather an
original type of creating, organizing, forming of living work
comparable to Prometheus ‘when he formed the human being
from earthly clay and animated him through a spark taken from
the sun’ (AWS V 1, 258). According to Schlegel, however, only
one of all the theoreticians of art at that time understood the
artistic act of creation in this manner. This was Karl Philipp
Moritz, who 1n 1788 wrote On the Formative Imitation of the
Beautiful *® At the time, Moritz had no philosophy at his disposal
which would have been adequate for his ‘speculative spirit’.
This is the reason why he easily ‘lost himself in solitary mystical
aberrations’ (AWS V 1, 259). But the beautiful was for Moritz
the ‘perfected which in itself can be embraced by our
imagination as an autonomous whole’. The only truly auton-
omous whole, in fact, is the ‘great coherence of the whole of
nature’, which transcends the measurement of our perception.
Because of the ‘insoluble enchainment of things’ every ‘in-
dividual whole’ is necessarily ‘only imagined’. Yet just like the
‘great whole’, it must be formed according to the same rules
and, supported by its centre, rest in its own existence. Each
artistic work 1is, therefore, a formation in the sense of this
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‘highest beauty in the great whole of nature’. A. W. Schlegel
adds to Moritz’s theory: ‘Superb! Both the relationship to the
infinite inherent in beauty and the striving of art for inner
perfection have found here the most fortunate expression’ (ib.).

Schlegel complements this theory simply by locating the
principle of creative nature in the human being, in his ‘interior’,
at the ‘centre of his being’, and in ‘intellectual intuition’ —
terms which seem to imply the imagination. The particular
manner in which nature appearsin the human being determines
his artistic activity. In Schlegel’s own words: ‘ The clarity, the
emphasis, the abundance, and manifoldness in which the
universe mirrors itself in a human mind, and in which this
mirroring mirrors itself in him, determines the degree of his
artistic genius and enables him to form a world within the
world’ (AWS V 1, 259). With these observations, however, the
principle of an imitation of nature turns into its contrary, since
it now reads: ‘In art, the human being is the norm of nature’
(ib.).

In order to distinguish art from nature even more clearly,
Schlegel discusses toward the end of this lecture the notions of
manner (Manier) and style (Stil) which were prominent in the
literary debate of the time.'* He shows his preference for style
and illustrates this by turning to Shakespeare, whose style
functions as ‘a system of his particular art, an amazingly
thorough and deeply thoughtful one which changes in ac-
cordance with the different subjects of his dramas in the most
manifold fashion’ (AWS V 1, 264). Manner, in contrast, is a
much too personal and intimate operation that unexpectedly
reintroduces nature. Schlegel explains this by deriving manner,
maniera, from manus, ‘ the conducting of the hands’, that is, from
personal properties permitting the ‘intrusion of bodily habits’.
Stylus, however, ‘is the stylus used by the ancients to write on
wax tablets’. Schlegel says: ‘This one does not belong to us, it
1s a tool for our free activity. The quality of the stylus certainly
determines that of our written character, but we have chosen it
ourselves and can exchange it for another’ (ib.).

A. W. Schlegel’s observations lead back to that self-con-
sciousness and reflexivity in the early Romantic conception of
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poetry which were mentioned at the beginning of this chapter.
Self-consciousness and reflexivity are two features nowhere
more noticeable than toward the end of A. W. Schlegel’s
lectures on the Enlightenment, where he attempts to describe,
convinced as he is of having taken a momentous step, the
‘beginning of a new time’ that he and his friends had tried to
propagate in manifold ways (AWS V 1, 538). He sees the ‘seeds
of becoming’, the origin of a ‘new time’ especially in the fact
that a ‘heightened consciousness’, a new ‘level of self-under-
standing’ has become manifest ‘as never before in philosophical
enterprises’. Clearly, Schlegel’s sentimentality towards the
‘new’ and ‘revolutionary’ is obvious in his opinion that ‘the
contemporary poet has to be better aware of the nature of his
art’ than previous great poets and this ‘higher reflection’ now
has to be submerged again into the ‘unconsciousness’ (AWS V
1, 540-1). The above statements give rise to important
reflections on Schlegel’s preferred type of artistic poetics in
contrast to a theory of unconscious creation — reflections that
will be pursued at a later opportunity.

THE POETIC UNITY OF THE LITERARY WORK

Asfar asimitation of nature and the mimetic character of poetry
are concerned, Friedrich Schlegel took a position similar to that
of his brother, although his paradigms derive from classical
poetry and sometimes use a different language and induce a
different line of thought. He illustrates his theory mainly with
three authors of Greek literature — Homer, Aristophanes, and
Sophocles. ‘ Freedom of the poet’ in the face of the pre-existent
world of nature, society, and tradition (myth and history) was
a decisive principle for him (KFSA4 1, 502), although he was
aware of the fact that, in relationship to these pre-existent
entities, the poet is ‘not entirely free’, or free only in a
- particular way relative to his individual work of poetry. Yet, in
spite of all these considerations according to which the poet
must, for instance, pay heed to the ‘requirements of the place’,
it remains for him a prime task to demonstrate his ‘superior

power’ (KFSA 1, 52).
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Homer is for Schlegel the example of a poetry that is ‘less an
ideal beauty than a faithful copy of nature’ and in which the
poetactsasa ‘true reflection of his own world and surroundings’
(KFSA 1, 49). Schlegel reduces the basis of Homer’s doctrine of
art to a laconic dictum deriving from a classical saying: ‘To
know much, especially of previous times, and to be able to say
it effectively and structuredly’ (KFSA 1, 450). Indeed, saying
something ‘effectively and structuredly’ becomes the essential
point in Schlegel’s own theory and relates to free creation on the
part of the poet. This can also be expressed by another judgment
of one of the ancient critics to whom Schlegel often refers at this
time: ‘Homer, favoured by an enthusiastic nature, had formed
in an artful manner manifold narrative songs to a charming
order’ (KFSA 1, 564). This emphasizes the freedom of the poet
in a striking manner, because it is manifest in a genre that tends
towards the imitation of nature. This freedom is also evident in
the many ‘deceptions’ of Homer that are reminiscent of what he
himself'said about those of Odysseus, i.e., that he invented many
deceptions that seemed like truths (KFSA4 1, 455). Pindar said
directly of Homer that his lies, through their winged art,
obtained a certain dignity (KFSA 1, 454). These two directions
of poetry, the mimetic and the freely creative, appear in the two
epics of Homer with a respective preponderance, in that the
lliad, with its tendency toward ‘passionate vigour and heroic
greatness’, refers to the ideal world of tragedy and even
represents a ‘youthful announcement’ of it, while those ‘who
seek only nature in art’ will prefer the Odyssey, because it offers
‘a beautiful mirror of human life’ (KFSA 1, 482). As far as the
preponderance of poetic freedom and imitation in Homer was
concerned, Schlegel followed the opinion expressed by Polybius,
who said that Homeric poetry was composed of ‘history,
diathesis, and myth; of tradition, arrangement, and invention;
the purpose of history was truth, that of arrangement per-
spicuity, and that of invention pleasure and amazement’ (KFSA4
I, 455).

With Aristophanes, a poet appears instead in whom ‘poetic
playfulness’ assumes the ‘freest scope’. Schlegel says: ‘The
degree of female licentiousness and depravity represented by
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Aristophanes is surprising and exceeds all belief.” At first glance,
nature appears altered in his plays ‘according to the require-
ments of comedy and idealized into the comical (the worse)’
(KFSA 1, 64). Anyone who considered women’s scenes like
those in his Lysistrata or Ecclesiazust a ‘literally true painting of
real events’ could be regarded as being incapable of sound
judgments (KFSA 1, 111). And yet, Schlegel thinks, these comic
representations were not without all connections to reality;
rather, comedy borrowed its subject from reality by ‘further
developing it according to the requirements of the comical
ideal’ (ib.). On this basis, Schlegel can see in the Aristophanean
comedy ‘a copy of nature, sometimes even a portrayal of an
individual character’ and say that this comedy ‘contains
innumerable traits that are borrowed from reality and is an
irrefutable document for the history of morals’ (KFS4 1, 64).
Yet as in the case of Homer, it will not be easy ‘to distinguish
with certainty and reliability the delicate borderline between
the real and the ideal in Aristophanes’ (KFSA 1, 111).

Like his brother, however, Friedrich Schlegel clearly dis-
tinguished the true imitation, i.e., an artistic formation, from
the mere ‘copy of nature’ (KFSA 1, 59). ‘The privilege of
nature is fullness and life; the privilege of art is unity’, he
declared categorically. ‘Whoever denies the latter, whoever
conceives of art only as a remembrance of the most beautiful
nature, denies it all autonomous existence’ (KFSA4 1, 48). In this
way, Schlegel’s reflections on the specific functioning of the
imagination and its relationship to a pre-existent nature come
to a focus in the notion of poetic unity, the particular
organization or structure of a literary work. The task of poetry
is: * To weave together a multitude to one, and to perfect this weaving as
an absolutely accomplished whole’ (KFSA 1, 295). It is obvious that
this whole is not that organic, naturally grown unity that was
the model in the aesthetic theory of German idealism. The
artistic, artful character of Schlegel’s notion of unity is also
evident in his carefully chosen terminology. He uses words like
‘structure’ (Gliederbau), ‘weaving’ (Verkniipfung), ‘organization’
(Organisation), ‘formation’ (Gebilde), and * the form of the poem’
(the Greek morphe epeon) (KFSA 1, 451). The most perfect work
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of art appears, in his opinion, in the domain of poetry, because
poetry permits the best solution of the task of integrating the
most comprehensive manifoldness with the highest possible
unity. Poetry has no limits, no restrictions in this regard,
because it is ‘not limited by any material, neither in cir-
cumference nor in vigour’, because its medium, ‘arbitrary sign
language’, is “human work and therefore infinitely perfectible
and corruptible’ (KFS4 1, 294). Again, we recognize language
as the most important basis for the poetic theory of the Schlegel
brothers.

At this point in his discourse, Schlegel constructs a hierarchy
of the arts, which is otherwise alien to his aesthetic con-
siderations — a hierarchy based on their material, their medium
of expression — and he gives the lowest rank to plastic art. He
must have felt the inappropriateness of such a scheme himself,
and he is eager to add that, if one compares the arts, there can
be no question of ‘a greater or minor value of purpose’ because
that would sound like the question ‘of whether Socrates or
Timoleon was more virtuous’ (KFSA 1, 294). Yet he maintains
that, in the accomplishment of ‘weaving’, there can be
gradations of ‘more or less’, and that poetry in this regard
occupies the absolutely highest position (KFSA4 1, 294—5). He
substantiates his opinion with the thought that a singular
artistic phenomenon becomes complete only ‘ through the context
of the entire world to which it belongs’. The plastic artist who does
not have such a context makes up for this lack by presupposing
the world in which he and his work are at home, by creating an
‘analogue of unity’ (KFSA 1, 295). The lyric poet and the
musician create their unity through the ‘homogeneity of some
situations that are isolated from a whole series of connected
situations’ (ib.). ‘ Completeness of connection’, from this point of
view, is achievable only by the tragic poet. Schlegel says: ‘Only
the tragic poet whose goal is to connect the widest circumference
with the strongest rigour and the highest unity is able to give his
work a complete organization whose beautiful structure is not
disturbed by the smallest want and the slightest superfluity’
(KFSA 1, 296). This consideration necessarily leads Schlegel to
consider Greek tragedy, especially that of Sophocles, as the
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absolute artistic expression. This is the point of view of his ‘On
the Study of Greek Poetry’ (which he had already repudiated,
however, at the time of its publication in January of 1797)
(KFSA 2, 146-7).

From this perspective, Greek drama permitted the ‘freedom
of the poet’ to a degree hitherto unknown. Whereas ‘even the
most artful epic and lyric poems of the older Hellenes still had
a footing and a fundament’ either in mythology or reality,
poetry appears in Greek drama ‘as absolutely divorced from the
real world’ (KFSA4 1, 502). This is obvious not only in the
changes to established mythological events, which now became
‘more noticeable and sudden’, but also even in the fundamental
aim of dramatic presentation ‘to make the most remote appear
immediately present’ (ib.). Schlegel says: ‘ Because of the inner
wholeness (totality) of its autonomous creations from mere and
pure semblance, the dramatic genre deserves in the fullest sense
to be called poetic art which, according to the ancients, consisted
in the production of lasting works’ (KFS4 1, 502)." Action, for
instance, now assumes a meaning of its own, so autonomous that
Schlegel would like to eliminate the word entirely from the
interpretation of the epic (KFSA 1, 473). Similar observations
could be made about the character of poetic unity, which
appears only in drama as an ‘absolutely complete and entirely
perfected poetic whole in 1itself’, whereas in the epic, ‘this
derivation of all threads of a work from one initial point and the
relation to one final point is lacking’ (KFS$S4 1, 472).

Friedrich Schlegel illustrates this character of Greek tragedy
above all with reference to Sophocles, who, in his opinion,
modified certain ‘hard’ features in the works of Aeschylus and
was not yet familiar with the unrestrained luxury present in the
dramas of Euripides. Sophocles’ particular excellence consisted
in his own manner of ‘weaving’ together, of organization, of
structuring. His manner of composition has become ‘canonical’
for Schlegel, ‘similar to the proportions of the famous Dory-
phorus by Polycleitus’ (KFSA4 1, 297). Schlegel says: ‘The
mature and developed organization of each whole is perfected
to such a completeness that 1t 1s not disturbed by the smallest gap
or superfluous touch. With necessity everything develops from
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one, and even the smallest part obeys absolutely the grand law of
the whole’ (ib.). The following sections in this characterization of
Sophocles are simply variations of this fundamental quality of
unity on the basis of manifoldness and difference. The central
notion is structure, and the lawfulness in the interconnection is
freedom or play. Another important feature is described by
means of words like ‘positioning’ and ‘grouping’: ‘The larger
whole as well as the smaller parts are distinctly divided into the
richest and simplest compounds and pleasantly grouped’
(KFSA4 1, 298). Schlegel repeatedly emphasizes a particular
aesthetic rhythm animating the work, describing it as an
alternation of ‘struggle and peace, action and contemplation,
humanity and fate’ (ib.). This alternation is of great importance
for the frightening, upsetting events in tragedy that are balanced
by moments of ‘emotion’. Mere terror would freeze us to
unconsciousness. Sophocles knew how to blend terror and
sympathy to create a most perfect balance, and the total
impression of his tragedy is one of reconciliation (KFS4 1,
298—g). In a more formal type of analysis, Schlegel presents
Sophocles’ language as the height of ‘Attic charm’ and the
‘perfection of Greek language’ in general (KFSA 1, 299). He does
not name any titles, but the work he has in mind is doubtless the
Oedipus trilogy, particularly the conciliatory ending in Oedipus
at Colonus.

Already in his essay ‘On the Study of Greek Poetry’, Schlegel
identified Shakespeare’s Hamlet as the example of an utterly
organized, formed, and ‘woven’ work of modern poetry,
‘which so far is the most exquisite of its kind as far as the perfect
connection of the whole is concerned’ (KFS4 1, 246—g). In
considering this early text, we must, of course, bear in mind that
Sophocles represents the ‘maximum’ of poetry in the reality of
ancient, ‘objective’, and natural poetry (KFSA4 1, 218), whereas
Shakespeare is the culmination or ‘summit’ of modern, sub-
jective, and artful poetry (KFSA 1, 249), so that the qualities of
Sophocles and Shakespeare show a symmetrical correspon-
dence. Whereas the main impression gained from Sophoclean
tragedy is harmony and reconciliation, Hamlet is the most
accomplished presentation of ‘indissoluble disharmony’; of a
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disproportion in the ‘thinking and acting power’. The mind
splits and is ‘torn apart, as on the rack, in opposite directions’.
The ‘total impression’ is a ‘maximum of despair’, and the ‘last
and single result of all being and thinking’ appears here as the
‘eternal, colossal dissonance infinitely separating humanity and
fate’ (KFSA 1, 247-8). In spite of this fundamental difference,
however, the principle of poetic unity is precisely the same in
Sophocles and Shakespeare. The ‘individual parts’ in Hamlet
develop with the same necessity as in the works of Sophocles
‘from one common centre and are retroactive toit’: ‘Nothing is
alien, superfluous, or accidental in this masterpiece of artistic
wisdom’ (KFSA 1, 247).

A. W. Schlegel chose mostly works of modern, Romantic
literature to exemplify the notion of differentiated poetic unity.
The most famous example is his essay ‘On Shakespeare’s Romeo
and fuliet’ of 1797 (AWS SW 7, 71—97), in which he attempts to
demonstrate how the interaction of different parts, elements,
characters, and traditions operates in a highly complex work of
modern drama and to show that these components belong so
necessarily to one another that it would be impossible to change
even one without altering the structure of the whole. This essay
is of special importance, because it forms the nucleus of A. W.
Schlegel’s entire Shakespeare criticism, which, for a certain
period of the nineteenth century, made him the most prominent
and influential Shakespeare critic.'®* We would certainly not be
mistaken in assuming that the aesthetic notion of structure
which became dominant in the new criticism of our century has
one of its roots in this brief essay which appeared in Schiller’s
Horae in 1797.

In order to show the conscious, intentional shaping of poetic
unity in the most effective manner, Schlegel insists that
Shakespeare based his Romeo and fuliet not on his own invention,
but on the narration of Luigi da Porta, and devoted his entire
geniality toits shaping, its dramatic organization, its structuring
as a drama. Shakespeare was not interested in the ‘what’ butin
the “how’ (AWS SW 7, 71). Everything that charms, touches,
and captures us in the drama is merely a blank page in the prose
text, so that we must insist on the notion of ‘creation out of
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nothingness’ to do justice to Shakespeare’s work of art. Another
way of describing the completely different level of Shakespeare’s
art in comparison to the material he utilized is for A. W.
Schlegel to say that, by accepting the story described in the text,
the poet, with bound hands, transfigured letters into spirit and
a mechanical elaboration into a poetic masterpiece (AWSSW 7,
75)-

Only through this dramatic shaping and connecting can the
drama attain that kind of coherence and unity which is its
particular beauty. In order to describe the poetic unity of Romeo
and fuliet, Schlegel quotes Lessing, who declared that this
drama was the only one to his knowledge that depicted love but
was also composed with the help of love (AWS SW 7, 97). He
further develops this thought by showing the lyrical character of
the drama, its atmosphere of youth, of spring, of freedom, of
remoteness from the artificial relationships of society, and of
proximity to nature. This becomes obvious when Romeo
compares Juliet’s eyes to the stars of the sky, when the two lovers
are surrounded by trees the tops of which are bordered by the
silver of the moon, or when their parting hour is not announced
by a stroke of the bell but by the nightingale. Yet this centre of
love has a dual structure, in that the drama is marked by a
‘great antithesis, in which love and hatred, the sweetest and the
most acerbic, festivities and dark misgivings, caressing embraces
and sepulchres, budding youthfulness and self-destruction stand
close to each other’ (AWS SW 7, 87).

A. W. Schlegel engages in detailed arguments with all those
critics who, for dramaturgical or literary reasons, attempted to
eliminate or reduce certain scenes and even suggested that, for
a more pathetic effect, Juliet should wake up shortly before
Romeo’s death, after he has taken the poison. Against these
critics, especially Samuel Johnson and David Garrick, he insists
on the ‘completeness of the tragic action’ in this drama, its
fitting character in the sense of a true identity with itself. To be
sure, Shakespeare is a most generous poet, Schlegel admits, and
his art does not know that ‘rigorous separation of the accidental
and the necessary which is the distinguishing feature of tragic
art among the Greeks’. His manner is generosity, ‘ generosity in



The Schlegel brothers 95

everything, except in that which can have an effect only when
used sparingly’ (AWS SW 7, 8g). In this way, some of the minor
characters are drawn ‘according to the law of suitability, with
few yet distinct traits’ (ib.). With regard to the more pathetic
ending, he says: ‘There is a degree of shock above which
everything that is added either turns into torture or slides off the
mind without any effect’ (AWS SW 7, g91).

Obviously, all of these considerations of dramatic structure,
characters, scenes, poetic diction, wordplay, and so on, serve the
purpose of arguing for a coherent unity of the play in which
nothing can possibly be altered, as well as refuting all those who
take offence or displeasure at certain features and want to
change them. Schlegel’s translation of Romeo and Fuliet shows
that he was familiar with every word of it. He mentions the lines
he could not translate because of the idiomatic difficulties of the
puns. He does not limit the antithetical abundance of expression
to the joyful side of passion, but sees it as equally powerful in the
pain over the loss or death of the beloved, and concludes:
‘Indeed, one can call this poem a harmonious miracle whose
elements could be welded together only by that heavenly force.
It is at the same time charmingly sweet and painful, pure and
passionate, tender and violent, full of elegiac softness and tragic

shock’ (AWS SW 7, 97).

ANCIENT AND MODERN, CLASSICAL
AND ROMANTIC POETRY

The Schlegelian distinction between ancient and modern,
classical and Romantic poetry follows from a broad com-
parative view of European literature in its ancient and modern
phases, and can be seen as an investigation into the origins of
our own modernity. Looked at from this perspective, the
distinction is a late echo in German criticism of the struggle
between the ancients and the moderns (la querelle des anciens et des
modernes) — a literary debate between the proponents of an
ancient or a modern orientation in literature and criticism. This
1s a famous literary controversy, basic to the notion of literary
modernity, which during the seventeenth and early eighteenth
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centuries was mostly conducted in France and England, and in
which Germany, because of the relatively undeveloped state of
its literature and lack of a classicism of its own, did not yet
participate. Inspired by the importance of the age of Louis the
Great and the excellence of its poets Corneille, Racine, and
Moliere, or convinced of the unique dramatic genius of
Shakespeare, critics like Fontenelle, Saint-Evremond, and
Perrault in France, and Swift and Dryden in England,
attempted to shake off the classicist requirements for literature
and to grant the modern age its right to independence and self-
confidence. We notice that the ideas of progress and per-
fectibility in literature lurk behind their efforts and that their
attempts show that their age had not only outgrown Aristotle’s
Physics, but also created artistic beauties unknown to that
philosopher’s Poetics.

However, whereas the idea of a continuous progression was
recognized without hesitation in philosophy and the sciences,
and constituted a well-developed doctrine at that time, the
notion of infinite perfectibility in poetry and the arts did not find
recognition until the end of the eighteenth century, until the
beginning of early Romanticism.' With regard to the historical
status of the sciences and the arts, the realms of reason and
imagination, European classicism and the Enlightenment show
a characteristic antagonism. The sciences appeared to be
involved in an interminable progression, whereas the arts were
thought of as always returning in cyclical motion to that
position of good taste and correct norms from which they had
departed in periods of decay and barbarism. The obvious
guiding principle in this antagonism of progress in the sciences
and cyclical motion in the arts was obviously the assumption
that philosophy and science are as infinite as nature, whereas
poetry and the arts have a certain point, determined by man’s
invariable nature, beyond which they cannot go. The most
concise formulation of this principle concerning the invariability
of taste and human nature can be found in the great
Encyclopaedia: * The fundamental rules of taste are the same in all
ages because they derive from invariable attributes of the
human mind.** Even a future-oriented author like Diderot
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shared this opinion. His conception of genius and the work of art
produced by genius seems to require an infinite perfectibility as
its basis. But Diderot maintained the theory of cyclical motion
for the arts when he mentioned, in a famous pronouncement, a
‘decree pronounced for all things in this world’, namely, the
decree which has condemned them to have their birth, their
time of vigour, their decrepitude, and their end’.'® The most
authoritative and classical formulation of this principle can be
found in the introduction to Voltaire’s Age of Louis XIV of 1751
where Voltaire asserts that, as far as the history of art is
concerned, we have already repeated this cycle four times and
that only four ages count within the history of the arts: the age
of Philip and Alexander in classical Greece; the age of Caesar
and Augustus in classical Rome; that of the Medici in the
Renaissance; and finally, that age which Voltaire presents as
the age of Louis XIV.' Yet, Voltaire no longer considered
himself part of that period and viewed himself only as its
historiographer, that is, as being already outside of it and on the
side of a new decline.

Friedrich Schlegel deals most comprehensively with the
problem of modern art and poetry in relation to the ancients in
his essay ‘On the Study of Greek Poetry’ of 1795.'® The text
shows a direct reference to the classicist struggle between the
ancients and the moderns, and proposes on several occasions to
resolve this old controversy. Schlegel is convinced that his view
of the problem will eliminate ‘the quarrel about classical and
modern aesthetic culture’, that the ‘entirety of ancient and
modern art history will surprise through its inner coherence and
completely satisfy through its absolute purposefulness’ (KFS4
1, 354). The notion of an infinite perfectibility is essential to this
solution of the problem, and it makes his text one of the first in
European critical theory that deals with the struggle of the
ancients and the moderns in terms of a fully developed
philosophy of history.

Schlegel’s view of the relationship of the moderns to the
Greeks, as expounded in his ‘On the Study of Greek Poetry’,
gains profile if we project it against Schiller’s and Goethe’s
positions in this controversy. Schiller apparently took his stand
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on the side of the moderns. Goethe confirmed Schiller’s modern
posture, referring to the time of his first conversations with him
when Schiller, as Goethe put it, preached the ‘gospel of
freedom’, whereas Goethe did not want to see ‘the rights of
nature’ diminished and, out of his great predilection for ancient
poetry, was often unjust toward the moderns (GOE 16, 876-7).
These discussions of their predilections led to Schiller’s essay On
Naive and Sentimental Poetry of 1794—6, which is his most
important contribution to this controversy and through which
he sought to settle the argument. At first, Schiller appears to
share the cult of Greece of his time, when he characterizes the
inception of modernity as the ‘beginning of moral and aesthetic
decay’ (FS 20, 432). Yet, Schiller certainly does not summon
the modern author to return to the unity with nature which, in
his view, characterized the classical age, and says of this unity:
‘It lies behind you, must eternally be behind you’ (FS 20, 428).
The ideal of the modern author is an infinite one that can never
be fully accomplished. Yet, it is obvious to Schiller ‘ that the goal
toward which man is striving through culture is infinitely
preferable to the goal he is reaching through nature’ and that
there is no question ‘which of the two with regard to the
ultimate goal deserves preference’ (FS 20, 438).

Comparing the type of the naive poet to that of the
sentimental with reference to these concepts of nature and
culture, Schiller assumes that the former merely follows ‘simple
nature and feeling’, whereas the latter reflects upon his
impressions, relates his subject to an idea, and always has to
struggle with antagonistic concepts. Schiller thereby comes to
the result that the naive poet ‘is powerful through his art of
limitation’, whereas the sentimental is powerful through “his art
of infinity’ (FS 20, 440). ‘The former certainly fulfils his task’,
he says, ‘but the task itself is a limited one; the latter does not
entirely fulfil his, but the task is an infinite one’ (FS 20, 474).
Although the essay On Naive and Sentimental Poetry clearly reveals
a preference for the modern author, we should be careful not to
identify the naive poet fully with the ancient and the sentimental
with the modern. To be sure, these concepts have a certain
historical tinge, but Schiller introduced them as typological
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categories. He saw sentimental poets in the ancient world and
depicted Goethe as a Greek in the sentimental age.

Goethe seems to have been unreservedly on the side of the
ancients in this controversy. He never left a doubt about his
great predilection for classical poetry and said in his Maxims and
Reflections:  When we confront ourselves with antiquity and look
at it seriously with the intention of educating ourselves, we gain
the impression of becoming real human beings’ (GOE 9, 587).
Yet under the influence of Schiller, Goethe also recognized the
merits of the moderns and maintained that the two manners of
poetizing, the naive and the sentimental, should agree to
recognize each other on equal terms (GOE 16, 876—7).
Ultimately, however, Goethe did not use the designations
‘classical’ and ‘Romantic’, ‘ancient’ and ‘modern’, as cate-
gories to distinguish historical ages, but as supratemporal
characteristics to describe artistic styles, attitudes, and ap-
proaches to life and art. This is obvious in his descriptions of so-
called ‘fortunate talents’ like Raphael, Shakespeare, or Rubens.
If such an attitude receives the designation ‘Greek’, Goethe
connects with it the aclassical and ultimately ‘sentimental’
demand that one should become a Greek, as in the postulate:
‘Everybody should be in his way a Greek! But he should be it’
(GOE 13, 846).

In his essay Winckelmann and His Age, Goethe sees the moderns
as throwing themselves in every respect ‘into the infinite’,
whereas the ancients ‘felt a characteristic need to remain firmly
within the pleasant confines of the beautiful world’. Most of
these comparisons and confrontations seem to underscore
Goethe’s preference for the ancients. Ancient education resulted
in a harmonious formation of all human faculties, whereas
modern education emphasizes specialised talents. The moderns
may be able to realize the ‘extraordinary’, but the ancients put
the human being in the centre. Modern education has splintered
the human being and accomplished a ‘scarcely remediable
division within the healthy human powers’ (GOE 13, 416-19).
Yet, when these comparisons extend to himself, it becomes
obvious that Goethe did not see himself as a happy Greek, but
put himselfinto the camp of the moderns. Karl Ernst Schubarth,
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an enthusiastic Goethe critic of that time, had compared
Goethe with Shakespeare and come to the conclusion that
Shakespeare was always able to hit the right point ‘with
supreme self-assurance, without any reasoning, reflecting,
subtilization, classifying, and exponentiating’, whereas Goethe,
when pursuing the same goal, always had to struggle with
adversities to overcome them. ‘Here our friend hits the nail on
the head’, Goethe agreed and added: ‘It is precisely where he
finds me at a disadvantage compared to Shakespeare, that we
are at a disadvantage compared with the ancients’ (GOE 13,
842).

Yet the most complex philosophical position in this quarrel
between the ancients and the moderns comes to light if we turn
to Friedrich Schlegel’s attitude as he formulated it in his essay
‘On the Study of Greek Poetry’. His apparently uncom-
promising veneration of Greek culture has already been
mentioned. In different contexts he maintains that Greek poetry
was ‘a general natural history of the beautiful and of art’ (KFS$SA4
23, 188, 204), that it provided for all ages ‘valid and critical
perceptions’ (KFSA 1, 418), and that its peculiar feature was
‘the most vigorous, pure, distinct, simple, and complete
reproduction of general human nature’ (KFS4 1, 276). With
regard to the theory of poetry, he claimed that Greek poetry
offered ‘for all original concepts of taste and art a complete
collection of examples so surprisingly suitable for the theoretical
system as though formative nature had, so to speak, conde-
scended herself to anticipate the desires of reason striving for
knowledge’ (KFSA 1, §70). The ‘forms’ of this world ‘do not
appear as being made or having come into existence, but as
eternally present or originated by themselves’ because they do
not reveal ‘the slightest reminiscence of labour, art, and need’
(KFSA 1, 298). Schiller used terms like ‘fever’ and ‘Graeco-
mania’ to characterize Schlegel’s attitude toward the Greeks,
and Rudolf Haym comments: ‘Never, not even in related
remarks by Wilhelm von Humboldt, Schiller, and F. A. Wolf,
were the Greeks, their culture and poetry, more thoroughly
elevated to the infinite’."?

Correspondingly, Friedrich Schlegel speaks of the works of
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Greek poetry in superlatives like ‘purest beauty’, ‘unpre-
tentious perfection’, and ‘ proper dignity’. These works seem to
exist ‘only for themselves’ (KFSA 1, 298). In a more theoretical
formulation, he designates the character of these works as a self-
identity in the sense of a complete conformity with themselves
(KFSA 1, 296). Schlegel was convinced that Greek poetry had
actually reached this ‘ultimate limit of natural form’, this
‘highest peak of free beauty’. The ‘golden age’ is the name for
this state, he observes, and adds: ‘The pleasure afforded by the
works of the golden age of Greek art admits, to be sure, of an
addition, but is still without any disturbance and need — entirely
self-sufficient. 1 know no more appropriate name for this peak
than the highest beauty’ (KFSA 1, 287). In a final rounding off of
this image, Schlegel adds of Greek poetry: ‘ Prototype of art and
taste’ (KFSA 1, 288).

The only disturbing element in this characterization of the
‘highest beauty’ consists in the words ‘admits, to be sure, of an
addition’. With these words, Schlegel’s attempt at a con-
struction of an absolute classicism inevitably takes a turn
towards a theory of modernity.?® For if one examines the
meaning of these words more closely, one soon comes to features
of Greek beauty, of all beauty, which in the last analysis make
any notion of classicism and every idea of a golden age
impossible or allow them to be used only as marginal concepts,
as ironical metaphors. In this manner, Schlegel immediately
adds to his notion of the ‘highest beauty’: ‘By no means a
beauty above which a more beautiful could not be thought; but
only the most comprehensive example of the unattainable idea,
which here, so to speak, becomes fully visible’ (KFSA4 1, 287-8).
The unattainability of the idea and the ‘limits of art’ are
explained in terms suggesting the principle of perfectibility:
‘Art is infinitely perfectible, and an absolute maximum is not
possible in its continuous development, but a conditioned,
relative maximum, an insurmountable fixed approximation’
(KFSA 1, 288) — that is, a maximum for a particular period or
epoch in this continuous development, an age. Works of art, in
other words, can only be an example ‘in which the com-
prehensive task of art becomes as visible as it can in a real work
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of art’ (KFSA 1, 293). Among these examples, the works of art
of the golden age of classical Greece certainly occupy a high
rank. They are ‘the peak in the natural culture of beautiful art’ and
therefore for all times the ‘high prototype of artistic progression’
(1b.). Yet, this does not alter the fact that they represent not an
absolute accomplishment that could not occur in any period but
only a maximum of classical, natural culture, in other words, a
‘relative maximum’ (KFSA4 1, 634), a maximum for that
period.

As becomes obvious, Schlegel makes a sharp distinction
between a natural and an artificial, artistic period in the
development of European art and attributes the natural element
entirely to the classical period, whereas the modern has become
separated from nature and is engaged in an infinite progression
of artificial, artistic development. He insisted on a clear
‘opposition’, an ‘antithesis’, or an ‘antinomy’ between the
classical and the modern worlds (KFS$4 2, 188—9). In classical
antiquity, the entire cycle of art and literature had been
completed in an organic and natural development. With the
dawn of modernity, however, art had entered into an endlessly
developing process. The moderns are capable of ever new and
unimaginable achievements, but total perfection is unattainable
to them and is at best a regulative ideal. Yet these two worlds of
classicism and modernity, antithetically opposed to each other,
are nonetheless related to each other, and through their
mediation an entirely new stage in the formative process of
literature can be expected. By establishing the intrinsic dif-
ference between the historical moment of Greek antiquity and
the historical moment of modern Europe, Schlegel attempted to
prepare the way for this turning-point. This is especially obvious
in the last sections of his essay. He attempts to mediate between
the two worlds by bringing modernism into a competitive
relationship with classicism. Modern poetry is thereby placed
on a course that makes it strive towards ever higher accomplish-
ments.

To characterize this dual tendency of the essay, one can also
say that it reveals an inner tension, a constant rhetorical
overstating, even a sense of being torn between two absolute
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values, between ancient and modern poetry. Tension within the
text can easily be illustrated by two sentences which seem to
express absolutely opposed value judgments concerning these
two worlds: ‘Only in one people [the classical Greeks] did
beautiful art correspond to the high dignity of its destination’
(KFS$A 1, 275) — ‘The sublime destination of modern poetry is
therefore nothing less than the highest goal of all poetry, the
greatest that can be demanded from art and after which it can
strive’ (KG5FSA 1, 255). According to whether one puts the
emphasis on the first or on the second aspect, the text can read
as a plea for the ancients or the moderns. The categories
designating these two opposed aspects of ancient and modern
poetry are the ‘objective’ and the ‘interesting’. This 1s indeed
the first pair of concepts in which Schlegel delineates the
difference between the ancients and the moderns. The charac-
teristics of objective poetry are that no interest, no claims to
reality are involved in it but that it represents a mere ‘play’ or
an ‘appearance (Schein) as universal and lawful as the most
absolute truth’ (KFSA 1, 211). The core of this appearance is the
‘purely human’, the truly divine: purest humanity’ (KFSA4 1,
279, 277). It manifests itself clearly in Homer’s epics, in the
lyrical poetry of the Greeks, which also has this ‘tendency
toward the objective’ by always approaching the ‘purely
human’ (KFSA4 1, 363), as well as in classical tragedy, the most
comprehensive expression of this human and thereby ‘objective’
orientation. Modern, interesting poetry, in contrast, shows a
complete lack of any orientation. As a whole it appears like a
huge chaos, ‘an ocean of conflicting forces in which the particles
of dissolved beauty, the fragments of smashed art, stir in a
confused manner and in a muddy mixture’ (KFS4 1, 223).
Shortly before, Schlegel had said: ‘ Lack of character appears to
be the only character of modern poetry, confusion the common
feature of its mass, anarchy the essence of its history, and
scepticism the result of its theory’ (KFSA 1, 222). These are only
first impressions, however, which Schlegel attempts to integrate
with other values, such as the ‘ingenious originality’, the
‘interesting individuality’, and the ‘isolated egoism’ of the
modern artist (KFSA 1, 223, 239). He thus aims at a new vision



104 German Romantic literary theory

of unity for the modern age that permits it to view its poetry as
a coherent whole, as the opposite pole to that of classical
antiquity. He elaborates progressively the ‘peculiar traits of
modern poetry’, distinguishing it ‘from all other poetries of
history in the most distinct manner’ and considers it of great
importance that the origin and purpose of modern poetry ‘can
be deduced only from a common inner principle’, doubtless
that of a free progression (KFSA 1, 225-7).

If one asks in approximately what period of time Schlegel
locates this transition from a natural to an artistic type of
formation, the answer must be that this was the time at which a
more universal principle of culture (reason, humanity as such,
freedom) replaced the former national and more particularistic
interests. In one instance we read : ‘The old and the new system
diverge most obviously where a national religion is replaced by
a universal one’ (KFS$4 1, 635). This would make Christianity
the distinctive point of separation between the ancient and the
modern worlds and push the beginning of modernity back to an
amazingly early date. Yet, Schlegel obviously thought less
about the religious and more directly about the generally
human aspects of this change and considered it essential for the
transition to the ‘system of perfectibility’ to coordinate ‘morals
and the state to ideas of pure reason’. He sees the beginning of
the ‘history of free people’ at that point ‘where freedom in mass
has the preponderance’ and ‘where the entire culture of a whole
mass has torn away from the tutelage of nature and risen to
autonomy’ (KFS4 1, 635). In his review of Herder’s ‘ Letters on
the Furtherance of Humanity’, he assumed that this striving,
manifest with the beginning of Christianity, ‘to realize the
absolutely perfect and infinite, was a lasting quality among the
incessant change of the times and the greatest difference among
peoples, of that which with the best justification can be called
modern’ (KFSA 2, 49). Later he wrote in the Athenaeum: ‘The
revolutionary desire to realize the kingdom of God on earth is
the elastic point of progressive civilization and the beginning of
modern history. Whatever has no relation to the kingdom of
God is of strictly secondary importance’ (KFSA 2, 201; LF,
193). When Schlegel actually analyzes modern poetry and
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speaks about its earliest representatives, the ‘older moderns’, in
a concrete manner, however, we are in the period of Dante and
Boccaccio, in the late Middle Ages. This places an enormous
interval or ‘intermezzo’ between the earliest manifestations of
modernity and the actual appearance of the modern age. Yet,
Schlegel is of the opinion that a basic reformation of the human
being first had to be completed before the character of modern
culture could manifest itself. The new manner of feeling ‘needed
time’ to ‘become, grow, and develop, before art could direct it
arbitrarily’ (KFSA4 1, 235).

Classicism, in Schlegel’s notion of historical development,
always remains present, however, at least in the sense of an
ideal, an ‘eternally present beauty’. Classicism and modernity
enter into a relationship of close interaction, a rapport lacking
in French, English, and all other treatments of the quarrel
between the ancients and the moderns. In contrast to Schiller’s
concept of a constant progression in history, modernity does not
separate itself from classicism, but maintains a lively relation-
ship with the ancient world. The poorer version of modernity,
one could say, is a mere separation from classicism, a mere
progression. Genuine modernity has an equal relationship with
classicism and is in a dynamic position to that world. This is
obvious in the fact that we can relate to the models of the
ancient world in a most lively ‘interaction’, provided that in
imitating them we never pay attention to the ‘letter’, that s, the
outer form, the historical garment, but only to their ‘spirit’
(KFSA 1, 346—7). One cannot restore the classical age by
returning to a past historical time, however perfect such an age
may have been. One must produce instead a timely effort. What
the moderns should seek is not the restitution of classical
mythology, but the creation of an up-to-date ‘new mythology’,
not the rejuvenation of the Homeric epic as desired by Schelling
and Hegel, but rather the creation of the modern novel as an
expression of subjective transcendental poetry. In this sense,
Greek classicism reaches up to our own age across the millenia,
and Goethe in poetry (KFSA 1, 261) or Johannes von Miiller in
history (RFSA 1, 343) appear as the true imitators of the Greeks,
as their equal partners. To take the reverse view, modernism
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reaches back into classical antiquity and, confronted with
Euripides, looks into its own face. Schlegel says: ‘In this
manner, Socrates, and even further back, Pythagoras, are at the
beginning of modern history, that is, the system of infinite
perfectibility by daring for the first time to establish morals and
the state according to ideas of pure reason’ (KFS4 1, 636).
Plato’s ‘ poetical philosophemata’ and ‘ philosophical poemata’
appear as works of art in the modern sense (KFSA4 1, 332). In a
similar manner, the ‘sublime urbanity of the Socratic muse’,
1.e., Socratic irony (KFSA, 152; LF, 283), can be understood as
the language of the modern human being.

In these instances, Friedrich Schlegel’s notion of infinite
perfectibility, as he had adopted it from Condorcet’s philo-
sophy, becomes obvious. He uses this notion in his charac-
terization of ancient poetry, where he designates the accom-
plishments of the Greeks as a ‘relative maximum’ (KFS4 1,
288), and in his depiction of modern poetry, when he sum-
marizes it as ‘interesting poetry’. The ‘interesting’ is for him a
‘necessary precondition of infinite perfectibility’ (KFSA 1, 214)
simply because a highest form of the interesting or a most
modern form of the modern cannot be conceived of. In a later
instance, we read of the artistic, artificial character of modern
culture: ‘Nothing in general is as evident as the theory of
perfectibility. The pure principle of reason concerning the
necessary infinite perfectibility of the human race is without any
difficulty’ (KFS4 1, 263). The ‘highest ugliness’ 1s ‘in the
strictest sense of the word’ just as impossible for Schlegel as the
‘highest beauty’, and the argument is in both cases the same:
‘An absolute maximum of negation, or accomplished nothing-
ness, can be given In our representation just as little as an
absolute maximum of the positive; on the highest level of
ugliness there 1s still something beautiful” (KFS4 1, 313). In
another instance, Schlegel relates infinite perfectibility to poetry
in general, deriving it from the medium of poetry, the arbitrary
language of signs. He says: ‘It would be most daring to posit for
painting and music an ultimate limit of perfection. How much
less can such a limit be determined for poetry thatis not limited,
either in circumference or in vigour, by any particular material ?
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Whose tool, the arbitrary language of signs, is human work and
therefore infinitely perfectible and corruptible?’ (KFSA 1, 294).

This theory, like no other, ruled out any attempt in Schlegel’s
thought to envisage an absolute classicism or an absolute work
of art. His preference for Condorcet’s theory of infinite
perfectibility as against any idealistic notion of an infinite
progress of perfection seems to be based on the fact that the goal
which Condorcet envisages is independent of any preconceived
notion such as the complete development of all human faculties
or the perfected social and political life of human beings in a
fully developed republicanism. Such a movement was truly
infinite and not determined by the desires of the human subject.
We have shown earlier how this notion of infinite perfectibility
was transformed into Schlegel’s idea of an infinitely progressive
poetry.?® Not only the unattainability but also the incon-
ceivability of a final goal was indelibly linked for him with the
dissolution of absolute classicism. In his approach to European
literature, too, he departed from any excessive veneration of the
ancients at the expense of the moderns. He wrote of his essay
‘On the Study of Greek Poetry’ at the time of its publication:
‘My essay on the study of Greek poetry is a mannered prose
hymn to the objective quality in poetry. The worst thing about
it, 1t seems to me, is the complete lack of a necessary irony; and
the best, the confident assumption that poetry is infinitely
valuable — as if that were a settled thing’ (KFSA 2, 147; LF,
143—4). He saw himself now in a ‘liberal relationship to
antiquity’ because he was ‘no longer passively and by nature’
classical but could ‘deliberately attune himself classically’
(KFSA 1,xc), ‘quite arbitrarily, just as one tunes an instrument,
at any time and to any degree’ (KFS4 2, 154; LF, 149). As he
later said in the Athenaeum, he was able to transport himself
arbitrarily ‘now into this and now into that sphere, as if into
another world, not merely with one’s reason and imagination,
but with one’s whole soul; to relinquish freely first one and then
another part of one’s being, and confine oneself entirely to a
third; to seek and find now in this, now in that individual the
be-all and end-all of existence, and intentionally forget every-

thing else’ (KFSA4 2, 185; LF, 177). Schlegel adds that only a
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mind ‘which simultaneously contains within itself a plurality of
minds and a whole system of persons, and in whose inner being
the universe which, as they say, should germinate in every
monad, has grown to fullness and maturity’ is capable of this
attitude (ib.). At this point, it becomes obvious that Schlegel is
no longer using the classical and the modern as historical
designations for epochs in European history, but essentially as
categorical, transcendental, typological terms, as names for
intellectual attitudes of an atemporal and ahistorical character
that relate to each other in a manner of oscillation or
alternation.

In A. W. Schlegel’s writings, as earlier noticed,?® the dif-
ference between ancient and modern literature appears as that
of classical and romantic poetry, the old structure of two
completely different worlds between which the critic attempts
to mediate. This subject of A. W. Schlegel’s Berlin lectures
(1803—4) re-emerges in the famous and neat distinctions of his
Vienna lectures of 1808 on dramatic art and literature, which,
according to Goethe (GOE, 24, 405-6), soon travelled round the
globe and mirrored the aspects and ambitions of generations of
‘romantic’ authors at that time. According to the first of these
lectures, Greek culture and art was ‘a perfect, natural edu-
cation’, Greek religion the ‘worship of natural forces and of
earthly life’, and the Greek form of beauty that of a ‘purified,
ennobled sensuality’. The Greeks had achieved everything that
could be accomplished within the structures of finiteness, and
their entire art and poetry was the ‘expression of the con-
sciousness of this harmony of all forces’, the ‘poetics of joy’
(AWS SW 5, 12—13). In the Greek world, the human being felt
‘self-sufficient’, had ‘no sense of defect’ and strove ‘for no other
perfection than what he really could attain through his own
powers’ (AWS SW 5, 15). This state of affairs changed
dramatically with the introduction of Christianity, the ‘ guiding
principle in the history of the modern peoples’. Next to
Christianity, ‘the Germanic line of the Nordic conquerors’
brought new life into the degenerating old world and instilled a
new sense of ‘chivalry’ as well as a “more decorous spirit of love
as an enthusiastic dedication to genuine womanliness’ (4AWS
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SW 5, 14). A. W. Schlegel concludes: ‘Chivalry, love, and
honour are, next to religion itself, the objects of the natural
poetry that poured out in the Middle Ages in incredible
abundance and preceded a more artistic culture of the romantic
spirit” (AWS SW 5, 15).

In order to capture the spirit of this modern or Romantic
poetry, A. W. Schlegel proceeds to contrast it with ancient,
classical poetry, saying: ‘The poetry of the ancients was the
poetry of possession, our poetry is that of yearning; the former
stands firmly on the ground of the present, the latter sways
between memory and presentiment.’ He adds that in Romantic
poetry not everything ‘ dissolves in monotonous lament nor does
melancholy always have to express itself obtrusively’, but
admits that the mood in Romantic poetry ‘will always bear
traces of its origin in a nameless something’ and that feeling in
general has become ‘more fervent, fantasy less corporeal,
thought more contemplative’. Whereas the Greek ideal of
humanity was ‘perfect concord and symmetry of all powers,
natural harmony’, the moderns show an ‘awareness of inner
dissension, which makes such an ideal impossible’. Their poetry
therefore attempts to mediate between these two worlds:
‘Sensual impressions must be hallowed, as it were, through their
mysterious alliance with more noble feelings; the mind, in
contrast, wishes to record its presentiments and ineffable
contemplation of the infinite metaphorically.” Whereas in
Greek poetry and art we find an ‘unconscious unity of form and
content’, the modern seeks a ‘more intimate penetration of
both’ by being content with an ‘aspiration toward the infinite
only by approximation’ (AWS SW 5, 17).

A. W. Schlegel’s position in the face of these differences is
that of a mediating critic who wants to reconcile conflicting and
oppositional tendencies of taste and give all true poetry and art
its due recognition (AWS SW 6, 159). In a practical ‘ap-
plication’ of this principle, he refers to a wide array of works of
art and says:

The Pantheon is no more different from Westminster Abbey or Saint

Stephen’sin Vienna than the structure of a tragedy by Sophocles from
a drama by Shakespeare. The comparison of these marvels of poetry
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and architecture could probably be extended even further. But does
our admiration of the one really compel us to disparage the other? Can
we not admit that each in its own way is great and marvellous, even
though the one is and should be quite different from the other? Let the
example stand. We do not want to dispute anyone’s preference for the
one or the other. The world is vast, and many things can exist in it side
by side’. (AWS SW 5, 11-12)

In this advocacy of mutual tolerance, the earlier notion of an
interaction between the ancient and the modern, the classical
and Romantic styles of literature found a less demanding, yet
more conceivable and acceptable expression. It was indeed
mainly in A. W. Schlegel’s sense that this fundamental dis-
tinction of ancient and modern, classical and Romantic poetry
found its reception in other European countries.

EXAMPLE: A. W.SCHLEGEL AND THE EARLY ROMANTIC
DAMNATIO OF EURIPIDES

In his Berlin lectures of 1802—4 on aesthetics, A. W. Schlegel
claimed that his younger brother had been the first in the
modern age to discern the ‘immeasurable gulf’ separating
Euripides from Aeschylus and Sophocles, thereby reviving after
more than two thousand years the ancient assessment of the
Greeks themselves (AWS V 1, 753). The elder Schlegel noted
that certain contemporaries of Euripides felt the ‘deep decline’
— both in his tragic art and in the music of the time and that
Aristophanes, with his unrelenting satire — had been designated
by God as Euripides’ ‘eternal scourge’. Plato, in reproaching
the poets for fostering the passionate state of mind through
excessive emotionalism, also pointed to Euripides. A. W.
Schlegel believed that his younger brother’s observation of the
profound difference between Euripides and the two other Greek
tragedians was an important intuition which required detailed
critical and comparative analysis for its sufficient development.
By appropriating this task to himself, A. W. Schlegel inaugu-
rated a phenomenon which we may describe as the nineteenth-
century damnatio of Euripides. The repercussions of A. W.
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Schlegel’s judgment on the tragic poet are evident throughout
the nineteenth century, and the early Romantic critique of
Euripides came to its climax in the early writings of Nietzsche,
especially in The Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of Music.*

The condemnation of Euripides by the early German
Romantics was not an extravagant and isolated moment in
their critical activity, but a central event in the progressive
formation of a new literary theory. Greek literature, especially
classical tragedy, formed a corner-stone of this literary theory,
and the evaluation of Euripides was an essential part of it.

One decisive reason for the prominence of Greek tragedy in
the aesthetics of the Schlegels is their attempt to substitute a
genuine form of drama for one they considered distorted.
Lessing and others had sufficiently proven for Friedrich Schlegel
‘that the principles of French tragedy were absolutely false, its
presuppositions and conditions completely arbitrary and
wrong, the apparent attempt to restore the old tragedy an entire
failure, and the whole out of line and void’ (KFS4 3, 38). Yet,
the Schlegels approached tragedy not predominantly from the
point of view of poetics, ars poetica, and rules, but from that of
philosophy. They saw in Aristotle the beginning of a trend that,
over the centuries, had resulted in a complete misunderstanding
of tragedy. They attempted, as would be said later of Nietzsche,
to restore to Greek tragedy the element of religion, which
Aristotle had eliminated from it.?* They saw tragedies as
symbolic representations of the most central aspect of hu-
manity: the struggle between man and fate, the conflict of
freedom and necessity. Schiller had introduced this new view of
tragedy and interpreted the message of tragedy as the victory of
the moral law in spite of the protagonist’s physical defeat.
Similarly, for Schelling and Hegel tragedies became paradigms
of an unfolding dialectic re-establishing law and order after an
unintended catastrophe. Marx interpreted tragedy according
to his own understanding of the dialectics of world history and
saw 1n it the emergence of deeds and events the moment for
which had not yet arrived, which had come ‘too early’. It 1s
obvious that Nietzsche’s Dionysian interpretation of the mess-
age of tragedy — that ‘beneath the whirl of phenomena’ and the
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constant destruction of phenomena, ‘eternal life flows inde-
structibly’ (NIE 1, 115; BT, 109—10) — is inseparable from this
sequence of philosophical interpretations of tragedy in nine-
teenth-century Germany. For the Schlegels, tragedy illustrates
man’s conflict with fate, and the dominant aspect of tragedy is
an aesthetic one deriving its beauty from that harmony between
man and fate, drama and mythology, action and chorus which
was noted earlier. But in emphasizing this harmony as the
highest accomplishment of tragedy, the Schlegels inevitably
came to reject that poet who appeared to have lost all these
qualities, Euripides.

In his Vienna lectures on the history of ancient and modern
literature (1812), Friedrich Schlegel insisted that the chorus was
inseparable from the structure of ancient tragedy in its lyrical
thrust and nature — a feature that modern poets had come to
recognize through their imitative efforts to assimilate the
genre. Perfect harmony and an appropriate relationship be-
tween chorus and dramatic action were, therefore, the most
essential requirements for ancient tragedy. While in Sophocles
both elements were in complete harmony, Schlegel continued,
the chorus in Euripides appeared ‘as if it occupied its position
only because of old right and habit, and otherwise rambled
about through the entire realm of mythology’ (KFSA4 6, 58).
Earlier in these lectures, Schlegel had defined the notions of
‘clarity of reason in the arts and sciences’ and a ‘striving for
harmony in the order of life and the cultivation of the mind’ as
the predominant features of Greek life during the second, most
brilliant period of its intellectual and aesthetic history (KFSA
6, 35-6).

The transgression of the basic requirements of harmony is a
recurrent theme in Friedrich Schlegel’s critique of Euripides
and is by no means limited to the relationship between action
and chorus. In one of his earliest sketches on aesthetics (1795),
he claims that ‘many-sidedness and facile grace in the ar-
rangement and alternation of the means of poetry — language,
metre, style’ must serve an expressive necessity ; otherwise, they
testify toa ‘decayed art’. In this instance, he considers Euripides
conspicuous for this type of seductive, yet false appeal (KFSA
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16, 7). In aletter to his brother written towards the end of 1795,
Schlegel observes that Euripides’ ‘rhythmic beauty’, so praised
by the ancients, was actually inferior to that of Sophocles and
had gained pre-eminence only because Euripides strove for it
‘in isolation’ at the expense of the ‘whole, which from now on
was destroyed, and whose harmony was forever ruined’ (KFSA
23, 268). Regarding their creation of characters, for example,
Schlegel believes that Sophocles bestowed upon his characters
as much beauty as the requirements of the whole and the
conditions of art permitted, while Euripides allowed in his
characters as much ‘passion (Leidenschaft) as possible, whether
noble or ignoble, without regard for the whole and the
requirements of art’ (KFSA 1, 62).

This theme of passion is as central to Friedrich Schlegel’s
arguments against Euripides as that of harmony. ‘In his ideal,
his genius, and his art, everything is present in the greatest
abundance’, he had said in 1794 (KFSA4 1, 61), ‘only harmony
and conformity are lacking. With vigour and ease he knows how
to touch and excite us, how to penetrate to the very marrow,
and how to attract through an abundance of alternations.
Passion, its rise and fall, especially in its impetuous eruptions, he
depicts in an unrivalled fashion.” As in the case of Medea or
Phaedra, ‘even high-mindedness and greatness are not of an
enduring nature for him, as for Sophocles, but violent manifes-
tations of a passion, a sudden enthusiasm’. Not infrequently
Euripides spoils the nobility expressed in even these impulsive
outbursts because ‘just as in his artistic ideals, so in his personal
genius there is a lack of harmony and restraint. He does not
know how to curb and control himself as an artist and is often
carried away during the execution of an individual part, a
favourite theme, so much so that he completely loses sight of the
whole.’

One characteristic feature of Euripides’ subjective and
individualistic manner is strikingly obvious in his attitude as a
misognynist. ‘Euripides is a woman-hater’, Friedrich Schlegel
declared, ‘and takes occasion, whenever he can, to declaim in
the harshest manner against the female sex’ (KFSA 1, 63—4).
Schlegel had expressed an emancipatory point of view in some
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of his early essays on Greek literature.?® But while he saw in
Euripides’ ‘foolish and silly hatred of women’ the ‘animosity of
the offended party’ rather than the ‘arrogance of an unjust
oppressor’ (KFSA4 1, 115), he seems more concerned with the
artistic implications of this attitude than with its social impact.
He finds it amazing and unique in the history of a literature in
which nothing was merely accidental and personal that
Euripides gives such prominence to so individual an attitude.
‘The reason for this fault lies in the character and the ideal of
this poet’, Schlegel claims, ‘because his general anarchy quite
naturally made him more lenient toward his personal peculi-
arities’ (KFS4 1, 64).

Friedrich Schlegel interpreted these qualities as characteristic
of Euripides’ era itself: a period of transition, a descent from the
Sophoclean heights of Greek poetry to an unheard-of ‘aesthetic
luxury’ (KFSA4 1, 60). Although their works vary in genre,
modes of expression, moral and philosophical level, and the like,
the main representatives of this period — Plato and Xenophon,
Aristophanes and Euripides — were thought by Schlegel to
possess many traits in common. He considered 1t unfair that the
Athenians should both sense their own decline and at the same
time blame and even detest poets who, like Euripides, repre-
sented and expressed this decline through tragedy (KFS4 1,
323). But above all, Schlegel saw the particular nature of the
new style in Euripides’ tragedy not as an expression of weakness
and decadence, but of fullness and abundance. There are
passages, he would argue, that exhaust all aesthetic patience,
but even these are part of the particular beauty that Euripides
has created: ‘He has never elevated himself to beauty of
character, but in passion he i1s unsurpassed’ (KFS4 1, 63). In
describing this new style — as represented in the panegyrical
speeches of Lysias, in the works of Aristophanes, Euripides, and
Isocrates — as one of ‘luxuriant exuberance’, Schlegel reminded
his readers that a work of art could be ‘empty’ and still
‘luxuriant’ (KFSA 1, 160). ‘There are many faults among the
Greek poets, before which the modern ones can feel safe’, he
said, illustrating his point by referring to the richness of
Aristophanes. ‘The man in whom Aristophanes’ impetuous
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sacrilege inspires only anger betrays not only the limitations of
his reason, but also a shortcoming in his moral nature. For this
poet’s lawless excesses are not only seductively attractive
because of their luxurious abundance of the most sumptuous
life, but also captivatingly beautiful and sublime through a
profusion of sparkling wit, exuberant spirit, and moral power’
(KFSA 1, 323).

Contrary to his brother’s assertion, Friedrich Schlegel did not
first present this image of Euripides in his essay ‘On the Study
of Greek Poetry’ of 1795-7, but in several earlier articles on
Greek literature. In fact, the essay ‘On the Study of Greek
Poetry’ culminates in a section that praises Sophocles’ tragedy
as the unsurpassed climax of its genre (KFS4 1, 296—301) and
mentions Euripides only once, in a relatively positive manner
(KFSA 1, 323). Schlegel’s earliest published essay, ‘On the
Schools of Greek Poetry’ (1794), presents Euripides as a decisive
figure in a fourfold cyclical development of Greek poetry from

(1) ‘harsh greatness’ (Aeschylus), to (2) the ‘highest beauty’
(Sophocles), to (3) ‘vigorous, yet anarchical debauchery’
(Euripides), and, finally, to (4) ‘exhaustion’ (KFS4 1, 14-15).

His most vivid and sympathetic characterization of Euripides is
to be found in the essay ‘On Female Characters in the Greek
Poets’, which appeared in 1794 in the Leipzig Monthly for Ladies
and emphasizes the ‘passionate’ features of Euripides’ charac-
ters. Schlegel felt that Euripides excelled when his subject-
matter forced him to combine passion with beauty, as in
Iphigenia, and when he had to present a beautiful scene in order
to touch the audience all the more profoundly, as in Agamem-
non’s sacrifice of his beloved daughter (KFS4 1, 62). Yet
‘beauty of character’ counts among the exceptions in this poet;
‘his proper terrain was passion, whose depths he knew fully’,
and there is ‘no richer or more moving picture of female pain
than in the Troades’ (KFSA 1, 63). In his Dialogue on Poetry
(1800), Schlegel mainly reiterates his earlier ranking of the
three Greek tragedians, but alters an important facet of his
image of Euripides by reducing ‘vigour’ and ‘abundance’ to
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‘weakness’ (KFSA 2, 293). In his Paris lectures on European
literature (1803), he considers Euripides’ chief merit his ‘single
lyrical-musical passages’ and finds in this ‘snatching and aiming
at single beauties’ an analogy to modern opera (KFSA 11,
81—2). His notebooks occasionally reveal quite modernistic
features of Euripides. A note from 1797, for example, observes
that ‘Euripides is to be considered as an attempt at a synthesis
of poetry and philosophy’ (KFS4 16, 314); another, from 1803,
assigns Sophocles to ‘ pure drama’ and Euripides to the ‘musical
play’, that is, to the ‘Romantic’ drama (KFS4 16, 516).

In his basic view of ancient tragedy, A. W. Schlegel followed
his brother’s opinions in declaring that Aeschylus represents
‘the great and austere’, Sophocles the ‘harmoniously perfect’,
and Euripides the ‘luxuriant yet disintegrated’ tragic style
(AWS V 2, 334). In his detailed treatment of Greek tragedy, he
places greater emphasis on such particulars as metre, poetic
diction, and theatrical practicalities than his brother had done.
But above all, from the beginning of his involvement with the
ancient tragedians, A. W. Schlegel makes Euripides an issue of
public debate, first in Germany, especially in the literary circles
of Berlin and Weimar; then, following the publication of his
Comparison between the ‘ Phaedra’ of Racine and that of Euripides
(1808), in France; and finally, in the wake of his lectures on
dramatic art and literature (1808), among literary circles across
Europe.

A. W. Schlegel simplified his brother’s complex and am-
biguous image of Euripides to an almost entirely negative one.
He actually maintained that, to acquaint oneself with the
‘genuinely great style’ of ancient tragedy, one can limit oneself
to Aeschylus and Sophocles and simply ignore Euripides (AWS
V2, 351), as he himself had done in ‘The Art of the Greeks’, an
elegy of 1799 dedicated to Goethe (AWS SW 2, 5—11). In the
Poetic Almanac, which he edited with Tieck, he published an
epigram entitled ‘The Tragedians’ (AWS SW 2, 35):

Aeschylus conjures up Titans and calls down Gods;
Sophocles graciously leads the row of heroines and heroes;
Euripides finally, as a sophistic rhetorician, gossips at the
market-place.
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Reaction came in Karl August Bottiger’s Prolusio de Medea
Euripidis, wherein Bottiger, referring to a pathetic speech by
Medea, stated that Euripides’ insolent censors would not,
despite all their efforts, be able to produce anything com-
parable. Schlegel retorted to Bottiger that this had not been the
issue in his epigram and continued with a sarcastic lesson on the
task of the critic (AWS V 2, 360). In this debate, the discussion
of Euripides in Romantic Germany after the turn of the century
assumed a style typical of the elder Schlegel.

In October 1801, A. W. Schlegel completed his drama Jon.
The work was staged by Goethe in the Weimar court theatre on
2 January 1802 and by Iffland in the Berlin Theatre in May of
the same year. Although it was not published until May 1803,
the play was already the source of intensive debate in 1802, one
of the main issues being its relationship to Euripides’ fon. It had
by no means been A. W. Schlegel’s intention simply to adapt
Euripides to the modern stage. As with Goethe’s approach to his
subject-matter in Iphigenia, Schlegel wanted instead to create his
own tragedy on the basis of an ancient drama. He insisted that
the originality and individual poetic unity of his work arose
from one central dominating idea, in spite of similarities in plot
and action to the Euripidean fon (AWS SW g, 201). Bottiger
had written a biting critique of Schlegel’s fon for the Journal of
Luxury and Fashion, but Goethe intervened to prevent its
appearance.?® On 19 January 1802 the poet Christoph Martin
Wieland wrote to Bottiger: ‘I, for my part, keep silence about
all this nuisance and am translating Euripides’ Jon for the Attic
Museum, and for this very year.”?” He obviously wanted to
enable readers to compare the two authors’ treatment of the
same subject-matter. When during the summer of 1802 similar
articles appeared, A. W. Schlegel published an essay ‘On the
German Jor’ in which he explained that he had ‘developed the
historical aspect of the fable into one of a more general interest’
and created a ‘heroic family portrait’ (AWS SW g, 207).

Since there had been so much talk about the relationship of
his work to that of Euripides, A. W. Schlegel did not miss the
opportunity to point out to his readers that Euripides’ tragedy
was unsatisfactory in the ‘ poetic and moral (these two coincide
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here), as well as the historical realm’ (AWS SW g, 205). For
him, Euripides’ Ion was based on the ‘violation of moral
relationships between persons because of the sanctioning of a
continuing lie on the part of the adopted son towards his father,
and the wife towards the husband, who thereby and without
any guilt 1s, so to speak, expelled from the union of a confiding
love’ (AWS SW g, 203—4). He also emphasized the weak role of
the chorus, Mercury’s awkward exposition at the beginning,
and the lame appearance of Minerva toward the end, charac-
terizing the entire work as containing, like most of Euripides’
plays, ‘beautiful parts’ but ‘on the whole...loosely and
miserably composed’ (AWS SW g, 206). His intention had been
‘to do better than Euripides’ (AW.S SW g, 200), and if his fon
had accomplished its goal, then it would itself provide a critique
of the Euripidean Ion (AWS V 2, 377). Aristophanes had given
us all that could be said about the ‘deep corruption and inner
wretchedness of that poet’, Schlegel thought, but had been
misunderstood because his comedies had been taken as ‘mere
farces and pasquilian mischief” (AWS SW g, 203).

The opportunity for a comprehensive evaluation of Euripides
did not arise until 1801, when A. W. Schlegel began his lectures
on aesthetics in Berlin. The second cycle of these lectures,
presented 1n the winter of 1802—3, contained a comprehensive
section on Greek tragedy. Although these lectures were widely
attended by the public and parts of them were circulated in
manuscript form,* they remained unpublished until 1884,
when they had already become a historical document. But A.
W. Schlegel fully integrated the section on the Greek tragedians
into his lectures on dramatic art and literature delivered in
Vienna in 1808, which subsequently appeared in four German
editions (1809, 1816, 1845, 1846), and numerous translations
appeared into almost every European language, including an
English version by John Black that was distributed in the
United States.*® To understand Schlegel’s image of Euripides
fully, one should begin with his initial conception of the
tragedian, as manifest in the Berlin lectures of 1802—3.

After a positive characterization of Aeschylus and Sophocles,
in which Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus appears as the non plus ultra
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of Greek tragedy, A. W. Schlegel declares that Euripides had
‘not only destroyed the exterior order of tragedy, but also
missed its entire meaning’ (AWS V 1, 762). Anticipating
Nietzsche’s definition of literary décadence as an insurrection of
the parts against the whole (NIE 6, 27; BT, 170), he sees in
Euripides ‘the magnificent formation of tragedy hurrying
towards its dissolution’ and declares:

If works of art are to be considered as organized wholes, then this
insurrection of the individual parts against the whole is precisely what
in the organic world is decomposition. It is all the more hideous and
disgusting, the nobler the structure that is now being destroyed by it,
and in the case of this most excellent of all poetic genres, must inspire
the greatest repugnance. Yet most human beings are not as susceptible
to this spiritual decomposition as to the physical one. (AWS V 1, 752)

In the first place, Euripides abandoned the idea of fate. T'o be
sure, fate appears frequently in his works, but in a superficial,
merely conventional manner and does not create a sense of a
genuine conflict between human freedom and fateful necessity
(AWS V 1, 747). Euripides’ chorus no longer has any structural
interrelationship with the action and has become instead an
non-essential, episodic ornament. The great freedom in the
treatment of myth, which was one of the privileges of tragic art,
has in Euripides become ‘capricious arbitrariness’ (AWS V 1,
750) ; because he overthrew everything familiar and habitual,
he was compelled to introduce prologues reporting the cir-
cumstances and foretelling the development to come. These
prologues make the beginnings of Euripidean tragedies ‘very
monotonous’ and aesthetically awkward (ib.). The trochaic
tetrameter, used by Sophocles whenever he wanted to express a
‘sudden passionate motion’, appears in Euripides much more
frequently. This ‘luxuriant versification’ transformed ‘ancient
severity into irregularity’ (AWS V 1, 752).

Another basic alteration A. W. Schlegel sees in Euripides is
that he no longer believed in the gods in the simple manner of
the people and, as an artist, took every opportunity to introduce
allegorical interpretations that revealed how ambiguous his
piety actually was. He had passed through the school of the
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philosophers — not through the Socratic one, as many believed,
but through that of Anaxagoras — and enjoyed the friendship of
Socrates (AWS V 1, 748). This philosophical background
manifests itself in the ‘vanity’ of Euripides’ constant allusions to
philosophical and moral pronouncements (AWS V 1, 749).
These occasionally exhibit a dubious morality, as in Hippolytus’
apology for perjury (Hipp. 612), or Eteocles’ defence of injustice
committed in the pursuit of power (Phoen. 524-5), frequently
quoted by Caesar as a pragmatic basis for getting things done in
government (ib.). Indeed, immoral ideas not infrequently gain
the upper hand in Euripides’ plays, and lies and other mischief
are occasionally excused because of underlying noble moti-
vations. Moreover, like his brother, A. W. Schlegel observes
that Euripides was a woman-hater, and considers his many
references to the inferiority and unreliability of the female sex to
be a further aesthetic failure (AWS V 1, 750).

A. W. Schlegel shared his brother’s view that passion and
passionate exchange were the main characteristics of Euripi-
dean tragedy, but gave it a much less favourable interpretation
than Friedrich Schlegel had done. He felt that many critics had
misunderstood Aristotle’s reason for calling Euripides the most
tragic of all ancient poets.®’ Aristotle was, in fact, simply
referring to Euripides’ mastery of the art of exciting the passions
(AWS V 1, 747). If the purpose of tragedy was indeed to purge
the passions through the arousal of terror and pity, some pieces
of Euripides certainly offer this potential. But we should also
remember Plato’s complaint that the mimetic poets exposed
their audience to the power of the passions and made them
emotionally self-indulgent by constant use of exaggerated and
melting lamentations.? A. W. Schlegel was convinced, as we
noted earlier, that Euripides, the most popular tragedian of the
time, was the immediate target of Plato’s attack (AWS V 1,
747). He declares: ‘With luxuriant softness he lavished “ma-
terial” attractions which captivate only the exterior sense’
(AWS V 1, 748). Euripides never missed an opportunity to allow
his characters to indulge in animated but useless fervour. His
old people forever lament the inconvenience of age, and by
exposing his characters’ weaknesses and debilities, expressed in
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naive, involuntary declarations, he appealed to the low and
common in human nature. In using the term ‘material’,
Schlegel adopts an expression employed by Winckelmann with
the meaning ‘sensual’ and ‘low’ (ib.). Euripides, for the first
time, had made love the main subject of his dramas — the wild
passion of a Medea or the unnatural desire of a Phaedra (AWS
V1, 750). Whenever he had an opportunity, Euripides pursued
whatever was touching, and for that reason not only sacrificed
decency, but also abandoned coherence and harmony, so that
some of his dramas seem to have been tossed together by the
wind. A. W. Schlegel’s characterization of Euripides does not,
however, conclude on this entirely negative note. The un-
evenness of the poet also has some virtue. Euripides is especially
good in depicting sick, lost, and passionate souls, and is truly
excellent with subjects requiring emotion along with moral
beauty, as with, for example, Alcestis and Iphigenia. Only a few
of his dramas are wholly without truly beautiful parts (AWS V
I, 753). Yet it is clear that A. W. Schlegel did not see the
excellence of Euripides, as his brother did, from the point of
view of a modern, progressive philosophy of history, but from a
conservative perspective in which literature is judged according
to pre-existent models.

A. W. Schlegel’s Berlin lectures on tragedy included a com-
parison of Aeschylus’ Choephoroe, Sophocles’ Electra, and Euri-
pides’ Electra (AWS V 1, 754-67) that was later incorporated as
a separate chapter into his Vienna lectures on dramatic art and
literature (AWS SW 5, 147-62). The purpose of this section was
to ‘bring into the clearest light’, by way of a ‘parallel between
three plays on the same subject’, the relationship of Euripides to
his ‘great predecessors’. The result is predictably unfavourable
to Euripides. Aeschylus approached the ‘ terrifying aspect’ of his
subject and transposed it into the ‘realm of the dark gods’.
Sophocles lent it a ‘marvellous organization’ and concentrated
the main interest on Electra, thus giving the entire subject a new
twist. In spite of the horrible deed, we sense a ‘heavenly
serenity’ and the ‘fresh air of life and youth’ in Sophocles’
version. Euripides, however, presents us with a ‘rare example of
poetic senselessness’. Why, for instance, does Orestes tease his
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sister so long without making himself known to her? In his
treatment, the event is no longer a tragedy, but merely a ‘family
portrait in the modern sense of the word’ (AWS V 1, 761—2).

The ‘parallel’, as a literary genre, was favoured by the
Schlegel brothers because it permitted them to point out
excellence or faults in concrete fashion. This form of critical
approach owes much to the Bio: paralleloi of Plutarch and had
become popular in the querelle des anciens et des modernes (with
Perrault, for example) because it could be used to defend the
modern position. The most famous of such ‘parallels’ by the
Schlegels is surely A. W. Schlegel’s comparison of the Phaedras
of Racine and Euripides, published in French in 1807.%® As he
wrote to the Countess Luise von Voss on 20 June 1807, he had
just finished ‘something anti-French on Racine’s Phaedra’,
which was being printed in Paris and would certainly bring
down upon himself all the beaux esprits of that city.** Indeed, by
devaluating through this ‘ parallel’ one of the chefs-d euvre of the
French classicistic theatre, A. W. Schlegel soon became the
target of the leading newspapers in France.?® One critic called
him the ‘Domitian of French literature, who desired to knock it
down with one single stroke’ (AWS SW 7, 26). But Goethe
greatly appreciated the Comparaison,®® and Madame de Staél
was also an admirer.

Without going into every detail of a rich book — one that
secured for him a pre-eminence in European literary criticism
—we can say briefly that A. W. Schlegel carried out his
comparison in three main steps. He first showed that, contrary
to the assumptions of the classicistic theory, Greek and French
tragedy are diametrically opposed (AWS SW 14, 336). He then
proceeded to prove in a detailed analysis that, in order to write
a tragedy according to the prerequisites of French goit, Racine
had to make a considerable shift in the focus of the drama so as
to minimize tragic necessity and fatality; he had, furthermore,
to strip from the main characters that ‘ideal beauty’ which
constitutes the charm of the masterpieces of classical antiquity
and seems to introduce us to a race of nobler mortals who are
almost divine (AWS SW 14, 378). Finally, A. W. Schlegel

inquired into the nature and goal of tragedy in general, and into
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the difference between ancient and modern tragedy; on this
basis he arrived at the goal of the entire undertaking, a
conclusive depreciation of Racine in favour of Euripides.

Arguing from the viewpoint of the poetic and aesthetic
principles of early German Romanticism, Schlegel asserted —
not without some arrogance — that knowledge of Greek tragedy
had progressed since the days of the classicistic critics (AWS SW
14, 335) and could no longer be based on Aristotle, who had
shown little understanding of it. With some irony, he admits
that Racine was certainly the most able representative of the
French theatre, uniting in the cultivation of his mind the most
salient and refined traits of the age of Louis XIV, whereas
Euripides, despite his capacity for ‘ravishing beauty’, was most
uneven in his art and already manifested the ‘degeneration’ of
Greek tragedy (AWS SW 14, 337-8). Moreover, A. W. Schlegel
did not question the ‘inimitable beauties of poetic and
harmonious diction’ in Racine (AWS SW 14, 334) — indeed, he
repeatedly mentioned his liking for them. But in fact, a quite
negative evaluation of Racine’s poetic language emerges from
his comparison of Racine’s ‘ pompous, overcharged, and exag-
gerated declamations’ with the ‘exact, circumstantial, and
thereby picturesque narration in a noble but simple style that is
supposed to be the natural language of tragic characters’. In
Euripides ‘there is nothing too much. Everything seems to
indicate how this inevitable misfortune has occurred’ (AWS SW
14, 370-1).

The assumption of the French classicists that their theatre
(and their tragedy especially) rested on the same principles as
that of the Greeks, and that it reflected a continuation —
although at an infinitely higher level of perfection — of ancient
drama, A. W. Schlegel dismissed as mere illusion (AWS SW 14,
335). In a later section, he attempted a definition that ironically
summarized the main prerequisites of tragedy according to the
classicistic theory: ‘serious representation, in dialogue form and
elevated style, of one action, completed, and capable of inspiring
terror and pity’ (AWS SW 14, 385-6). We have seen that the
Schlegels no longer judged tragedy according to the rules of a
‘poetics’, but from a philosophical perspective that allowed
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them to inquire into the innermost metaphysical principle
underlying the tragic fiction. This principle was for them
‘fatality’ in Greek tragedy, and ‘providence’ in modern tragedy
(AWS SW 14, 388). Since modern authors perceive the moral
relationships and destinies of man in a fashion opposite to that
of the ancients, A. W. Schlegel argued, it is not astonishing that,
in imitating classical tragedy, they attached themselves ‘more
to the form than to the base on which this superb edifice rests’.
Most frequently, however, when they crafted their fiction, they
simply ‘arranged it in the common frame of five acts, and while
observing the unities of time, space, and the other theatrical
conventions, they believed they had fulfilled their task without
troubling themselves with any ulterior goal’ (AWSSW 14, 392).
Another feature sharply distinguishing ancient from modern
tragedy was for Schlegel the preponderance of love as the
dominant passion on the modern stage. Aeschylus and Sopho-
cles excluded love almost entirely from their drama because it
was tragedy’s task to allow the dignity of human nature to
appear, while love was considered a passion man shared with
animals (AWS SW 14, 339). A. W. Schlegel was, of course,
aware of the refinement of the concept of love during the
development of Western literature, and was himself a pioneer in
the discovery of the Provengal literature of the Middle Ages.*
Yet he insisted that, in order to elevate the particular drama of
Euripides to its tragic heights, the poet needed an ‘irresistible
fatality’ —in this case, the incestuous love of Phaedra for her
stepson Hippolytus, with its catastrophic result. It was therefore
imperative for the dignity and effect of tragedy to keep the
horror of incest ever-present in the imagination of the spectator:
‘in this regard, moral and aesthetic needs coincided’ (AWS SW
14, 339-40).

The shift of focus in Racine’s tragedy, and his consequent
neglect of the element of necessity, manifests itself for A. W.
Schlegel first in the title and the role accorded to the main
characters. Euripides focused his whole composition on the
virtue of the young hero, while Phaedra was merely the
instrument of the action: thus the title, Hippolytus. Racine, on
the contrary, presented Hippolytus as ‘effaced and pale’, and
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lent his heroine considerable graces and seductive qualities in
spite of her ‘monstrous aberration’. Although his drama was
entitled Phaedra and Hippolytus in the first production, the second
name was later dropped, with good reason (AWS SW 14,
340-1). Euripides’ Phaedra possesses the greatest simplicity and
is a completely consistent character, mourning the evils of
human life and revealing strains of lyrical beauty when she
abandons herself to the wanderings of her imagination (AWS
SW 14, 341—2). Racine’s Phedre, in spite of her rhetorical élan,
appears to Schlegel ‘arid and meagre’. Yet the major fault of
the French version lies in Racine’s attempt to avoid as much as
possible the idea that Phaedra’s passion is an incestuous one
(AWS SW 14, 344). ‘ The frenzy of passion’, he says, ‘resembles
the exaltation of virtue, in that it cancels out calculations of
personal interest and makes one defy all dangers and sacrifice all
advantages. One therefore forgives a human being misled by a
passion that causes misfortune to others’ (AWS SW 14, 347).
Towards the end of her tragedy, the French Phedre shows fear,
whereas the Greek Phaedra has nothing to lose: ‘She draws
Hippolytus along into the abyss into which she has first thrown
herself” (AWS SW 14, 355).

A. W. Schlegel is especially startled by Racine’s alleged
inability to recognize Hippolytus’ true character. The French
author’s muse was ‘la galantérie’, and he therefore invested all
his poetic energy in depicting an ‘affectionate woman’, leaving
Hippolytus rather ‘insignificant’, in effect highlighting one
character at the expense of another (AWS SW 14, 358—9). The
Hippolytus of Euripides possesses the ‘austere purity of a
virginal soul’, comparable to a figure like the Belvedere Apollo.
Only such a figure, with his ‘imperturbable calm’ and devotion
to the goddess Diana, could provide an appropriate contrast to
the aberrations of Phaedra’s voluptuous passion (AWS SW 14,
364-5). Similarly, according to A. W. Schlegel, Racine mis-
rendered the character of Theseus by presenting the first
lawgiver of Athens as a philandering vagabond, whereas in
Euripides the venerable hero maintains his dignity as husband
and father even in the most extreme moments (AWS SW 14,
371-8). ‘In poetry as well as in the sculpture of the ancients,
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there reigns, even in the most violent situations, a certain
moderation derived from magnanimity. These energetic souls, a
great expert in antiquity [Winckelmann] once said, resembled
the sea, the bottom of which always remains calm, although the
surface is agitated by tempests’ (AWS SW 14, 366).

In short, A. W. Schlegel wanted to demonstrate through this
comparison the complete disparity of ancient tragedy and
French tragédie classique, with its demands of verisimilitude and
‘poetic justice’ based on the standards of the seventeenth
century during the age of Louis XIV. He considered the
restriction of the action to one single day an actual violence of
probability : ‘I am therefore asking whether it is not offensive to
all verisimilitude if one represents to us human actions of the
highest importance punished and recompensed, in such a short
space of time?’ (AWS SW 14, 380). If one inquires into the basis
for our satisfaction and our sympathy with the violent and
painful actions represented in tragedy, he argued, one discovers
that it is ‘the feeling of the dignity of human nature awakened
in us by grand models, or the trace of a supernatural order
imprinted and somehow mysteriously revealed in the appar-
ently irregular course of events, or the reunion of these two
causes’ (AWS SW 14, 384). Seneca had said that a great man
fighting against adversity was a spectacle worthy of gods (AWS
SW 14, 385). If one questions further the role of destiny and
adversity in the fiction of the tragic poets, one must conclude
thatin Greek tragedy it has a deeply religious cause, in ‘fatality’
—not in the sense of arbitrary decisions by the gods, but that
fatality which reigns even over the gods (AWS SW 14, 387).

At the time of the appearance of his Comparaison, A. W.
Schlegel had entered a religious phase. He had become acutely
aware that such fatality stood in flagrant opposition to the
Christian belief in a providence that seemed to cancel the
possibility of genuine tragedy (AWS SW 14, 388). But his sense
of the impenetrability of providence had exposed a new basis for
tragedy in the apparently checkered order of things in this
world. His recent discovery of Calderén as the foremost
Christian tragedian had prompted his translations of selections
from this Christian style of tragedy in his volumes of 1803
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entitled, Spanish Theatre,® and he discussed its character in an
essay of the same year.?® A third tragic system appeared to be
represented by Shakespeare, most remarkably in his Hamlet.
Schlegel called this ‘philosophical tragedy’, or the tragedy of
speculation, of ‘perpetual, unending reflection on the purpose
of human existence — a reflection whose Gordian knot is finally
cut by death’ (AWS SW 14, 393—4).

Although Greek tragedy was for A. W. Schlegel based on an
irreconcilable and unyielding conflict between ‘moral liberty’
and ‘fatal necessity’, he saw the idea of a reconciling providence
foreshadowed in at least some of the ancient works. To be sure,
terror dominates in the tragedy of Aeschylus; his Agamemnon,
Choephoroe, and Eumenides constitute a single chain of vengeance.
Yet, this sequence of revenge comes to an end under the
influence of divine wisdom, represented by Minerva (AWS SW
14, 389—90). The rigorous power of fatality is even more
remarkable in Sophocles, whose Oedipus is cast from the height
of a glorious life into disgrace and frightful desperation; but at
the end of his life, embraced by the tenderness of his daughters,
he finds a haven of peace. The tomb of a man from whom one
would have turned away during his life becomes a blessing to
the land that preserves it (AWS SW 14, 391). Euripides, from
this religious point of view, offers a double face. On the one
hand, he respects the religion that protects him; but on the
other, he exhibits the philosophical pretensions of a sophist. He
gives preference to tenderness and sensibility, searches for
brilliant effects and sacrifices the unity of the whole for the sake
of the fascinating parts. And yet, Schlegel admits, ‘beyond all
these faults, he is gifted with an admirable facility and an
eminently amiable and seductive genius’ (AWS SW 14, 391).

In addition to this remarkable appreciation of Euripides’
poetic qualities, A. W. Schlegel even came to recognize the
‘religious’ and metaphysical aspect of Hippolytus. For here, no
human foresight can avert the fatality of the drama. Phaedra is
the victim of a fatal hatred on the part of Aphrodite, and
Hippolytus dies as the result of her eternal rivalry with Artemis,
the object of Hippolytus’ devotion (AWS SW 14, 395-6). The
scene in which Artemis approaches the dying Hippolytus



128 German Romantic literary theory

represents the highest manifestation of human dignity in the
reconciliation between father and son, a scene which ‘alleviates
hard fatality as much as was possible’. Here Artemis reveals to
Hippolytus and to Theseus the true cause of the misfortune that
has destroyed Phaedra and Hippolytus, as well as Theseus. Of
the dialogue of these three characters Schlegel says: ‘I know of
nothing at all, either in ancient or in modern tragedy, that is
more touching’ (AWS SW 14, 402—-3). To pay tribute to the
poetic genius of Euripides and to give his French readers some
flavour of its beauty, he translated the entire scene into French
(AWS SW 14, 398—402).

It should be clear that A. W. Schlegel’s image of Euripides
was by no means as one-sidedly negative as is often claimed, but
showed a remarkable understanding of his poetic qualities. But
unlike his brother, who had also perceived Euripides’ departure
from the classical standard while viewing him from the
perspective of a progressive conception of literary history, A. W.
Schlegel had the habit, as Heine put it, of ‘ always whipping the
back of a younger poet with the laurel-branch of the older one’
(HEI 3, 415). He was not able to integrate the two aspects of
Euripides into one unified image; his evaluation remained
ambivalent and unreconciled. When he integrated the pre-
dominantly negative sections on Euripides from his earlier
Berlin lectures into his lectures on dramatic art and literature,
however, he realized that they would appear to conflict with the
favourable judgments of the Comparaison and felt that he could
not ‘arbitrarily change measure and weight’ (AWS SW 5, 132).
He tried to solve the problem by stating that, viewed in-
dependently ‘without consideration of his predecessors’, Euri-
pides deserved the highest praise, but serious blame when seen
in the context of poetic development: ‘Of few authors can one
truthfully say so much good and bad.” Similarly, his euvre
contained, for Schlegel, this double aspect: ‘sometimes he has
enchantingly beautiful passages; in other places he sinks into
real vulgarity’ (AWS SW 5, 131—2). With this brief quali-
fication, Schlegel proceeded once more to demonstrate how
Euripides brought about the collapse of Greek tragedy. He did
not go beyond the essence of his Berlin lectures but simply
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rounded out his presentation, raising it to that level of style for
which the lectures on dramatic art and literature have become
famous.

It was in the four editions of this work and its many
translations that Schlegel’s image of Euripides travelled around
the world, exerting considerable influence on classical schol-
arship in Germany and beyond. Most importantly, Schlegel’s
image of Euripides had a decisive influence on the philosophy of
tragedy that forms the intellectual background for Nietzsche’s
first major work, The Birth of Tragedy. Schelling’s lectures on the
philosophy of art (1803—4) follow Schlegel’s Berlin lectures in
their discussion of tragedy, presenting Euripides as ‘separated’
from his two predecessors because of the ‘material’ motivations
in his arousal of our sympathies, his manipulation of myth, and
his introduction of prologues. He is great in depicting passion,
not in presenting beauty (FWJS 5, 708-11; P4, 261-3).
Schelling’s discussion 1is little more than a condensed and
superficial version of A. W. Schlegel’s ideas, which are them-
selves a summary of what Friedrich Schlegel had written. In
Hegel’s lectures on aesthetics it is again Euripides who first
attempted to make his appeal through ‘subjective compassion’
and departed from the ‘rounded plasticity’ of the earlier
characters in Greek tragedy (HEG 15, 546, 562). In his Lectures
on the History of Philosophy, Hegel sees in this trend the first
symptoms of the ‘principle of decay’ (HEG 12, 318).

Even Friedrich Schlegel, when he delivered the lecture
courses of his own later period, came quite close to his brother’s
views on Euripides. In his lectures on the history of ancient and
modern literature (1812), he maintained a high opinion of
Aristophanes, for whom, as for the tragic poets, he had been a
pioneering champion in European literary criticism. Yet, he
now felt that the ‘abundance of ingenious invention and comic
wit’ in the work of Aristophanes was closer to the ‘grand style
of the serious poets’ than to the ‘rhetorical softness and
sentimental property’ of a Euripides (KFSA4 6, 42), and he
noted with pleasure that when Aristophanes, as a comic poet,
lashed out against the tragic poets, he attacked Euripides
relentlessly but treated Sophocles with ‘noticeable consider-
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ation, even with a deeply felt respect’ (KFSA4 6, 43). In his
lectures on the philosophy of history, delivered in 1828 shortly
before his death, Friedrich Schlegel spoke with emotion about
the high rank of the ‘ideal of beauty, in character and noble
disposition’ that marked the golden age of Greek poetry, with
which his own studies in the humanities began:

No nation has been able to attain the charm and grace of Homer, the
sublimity of Aeschylus, and the beautiful nobility of Sophocles. Yet
perhaps it is wrong even to strive for this, because the truly beautiful
and grand can never be attained by way of imitation. Euripides,
however, who fully belongs to a period dominated by rhetoric, will
only be included with his predecessors by those who are incapable of
comprehending and appreciating the grand spirit in all its majesty.
(KFSA 9, 187)

Nietzsche was probably ignorant of the opinions of these critics
when he first took up the theme of Euripides and Greek tragedy
and gave it a new impulse. But in time, A. W. Schlegel’s work
became known to Nietzsche not only through his teacher
Friedrich Wilhelm Ritschl, A. W. Schlegel’s colleague at Bonn,
but also through his own studies when he began preparations
for The Birth of Tragedy.*®



CHAPTER §

The theory of Romantic poetry

With his move to Jena in August 1796, Friedrich Schlegel’s
interests came to focus more and more on modern and
contemporary literature, as well as on the philosophy of his
time. He was still working on his History of the Poetry of the Greeks
and the Romans and spent part of the winter with F. A. Wolf in
Halle to bring the initial sections of this work into their final
shape. Yet, after the first volume appeared in 1798, he actually
abandoned this project, which had served as the starting-point
for his search into the nature of poetry. Instead he composed the
grand essays of these years (1796-8), intense studies of Jacobi,
Forster, Lessing, and Goethe (KFSA4 2, 57-146). Their common
theme can be described as a particular type of writing that has
left behind the habitual distinctions between poetry and prose,
science and art, literature and philosophy. The writers dis-
cussed, all great literary authors themselves, were equally
prominent in philosophy and the theoretical discussion of issues
of the modern world. Although strongly bound in their mode of
expression to drama, lyric poetry, the novel, or the philosophical
treatise, they represent in large sections of their literary
production what Schlegel at that time considered the modern
bourgeois prose writer. Since their mode of viewing the world
was no longer the absolute understanding of the traditional
philosopher nor the holistic manner of the older poets, nothing
appeared to be more appropriate than to expound their ideas
and their art of writing in the form of the essay, and thereby
1nitiating a genre projected in Friedrich Schlegel’s notebooks as
the new ‘German essay’ (KFS4 18, 219). He also included Kant
in this type of writing by dealing with the philosopher’s
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‘popular’ texts, such as On Eternal Peace, and discussing themes
like universal republicanism and the world republic within and
beyond the Kantian models of thought (KFSA4 7, 11—25). Above
all, Schlegel began a new style of fragmentary writing when he
published a collection of 127 ‘Critical Fragments’ after his first
sojourn in Jena in the late summer of 1797. Considering the
great variety of topics raised in them, it would be difficult to
single out one overriding theme. One question, however, was
asked with a particular persistency in these fragments, and it
concerns what is most meritorious in contemporary poetry and
criticism (e.g., KFS4 2, 162).

The framework for this shift to modern and contemporary
issues is still the former interrelationship of the classical and
Romantic styles, of ancient and modern literature. In his
fragment from the Athenaeum on Romantic poetry as a ‘pro-
gressive universal poetry’, Friedrich Schlegel describes the
progressive course of modern literature as one of an ‘infinitely
increasing classicism’ (KFS4 2, 183; LF, 175). In the ‘Essay on
the Different Styles in Goethe’s Early and Later Works’ from
his Dialogue on Poetry, he presents the ultimate goal of all
literature as ‘the harmony of the classical with the Romantic’
(KFSA 2, 346; DP, 112). During the ensuing discussion of the
course of literature in the modern world of infinite perfectibility,
one of the conversation partners reminds the others of the
importance of the ancient prototype, that is, of classical
literature, saying: ‘Do not forget the model (Vorbild) which is so
essential for orienting ourselves in the present and at the same
time constantly reminds us to rise up to the pastin order to work
toward a better future’ (KFSA 2, 350; DP, 116). In other
instances, however, the emphasis on modernism and Roman-
ticism 1s so strong that the impact of classical antiquity is no
longer felt. The fragment on Romantic poetry as a progressive
universal poetry, for instance, concludes with the statement:
‘The Romantic kind of poetry is the only one that is more than
a kind, that is, as it were, poetry itself; for in a certain sense all
poetry is or should be Romantic’ (KFSA4 2, 183; LF, 175-6). On
other occasions, the former oscillation between Romanticism
and classicism, modernity and antiquity, transforms itself into
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different modes of intellectual inter- and counteractions, such as
infinity and limitation, exuberance and restraint, self-creation
and self-annihilation. After the union of the early Romantics in
Jena had begun in 1796, the main accomplishment in theory
formation clearly manifests itself in the realm of modern or
Romantic literature and also includes an intensive historical
exploration of the neglected Romantic tradition of European
literature.

A. W. Schlegel’s critical interests had consistently taken
modern, Romantic literature as their starting-point, especially
Dante and Shakespeare. His move to Jena coincided with the
inception of his new metrical translation of Shakespeare. In the
spring of 1797, his German versions of Romeo and jfuliet and the
Midsummer Night's Dream appeared, followed by seven more
volumes and sixteen additional dramas by 18o1. Soon after
settling in Jena, he became one of the most influential and
prolific contributors to the AL, writing about 300 reviews of
the most prominent literary publications by 180o. ‘What an
army!’ Dorothea exclaimed to Schleiermacher when A. W.
Schlegel published the list of these anonymous contributions in
order most effectively to stifle certain rumours spread by the
editors of this journal about the alleged lack of significance of his
reviews. The list contained comprehensive critical essays on
Goethe’s Hermann and Dorothea, on J. H. VoB’s German trans-
lation of Homer, on Schiller’s Horae, and on Herder’s Terpsichore.
Another recurrent topic in these reviews is the practice and
theory of literary translation. Shortly after his arrival in Jena,
A. W. Schlegel was appointed professor of philosophy at the
university, and he offered a number of courses on literary and
critical subjects. The most prominent among them was a course
throughout the academic year of 1798—9g entitled on ‘The
Philosophical Doctrine of Art’, one of the first comprehensive
treatments of aesthetics in Germany, in which Schlegel further
explored his particular approach to poetry with reference to
phenomena such as language, rhythm, and mythology, earlier
developed in his ‘Letters on Poetry, Metre, and Language’ in
Schiller’s Horae (1797).

The main literary event after Friedrich Schlegel’s move to



134 German Romantic literary theory

Berlin was the foundation of the periodical Athenaeum in 1798,
which was coedited by August Wilhelm and Friedrich Schlegel
and became the most conspicuous publication of the early
Romantics in the field of theory and criticism.! The periodical
existed for three years, until 1800, and its three volumes contain
essays, fragments, fictitious dialogues, advertisements, letters,
announcements, and reviews — examples of the most imagin-
ative and versatile ways of communication, of ‘configurated
thought’. Among these various contributions, the collection of
451 fragments, known as Athenaeum fragments, and Friedrich
Schlegel’s Dialogue on Poetry are perhaps the most important for
the formation of early Romantic theory. The bulk of the
fragments derives from Friedrich Schlegel, but other members
of the group, like his brother and Schleiermacher, also con-
tributed a smaller number to them. Novalis published his own
collection of fragments in the Athenaeum, which bears the poetic
title of Pollen (Bliitenstaub), and Friedrich Schlegel added a
further series in the third volume with the title Ideas. His
Dualogue on Poetry has four sections around which the conversa-
tions are grouped: ‘Epochs of Poetry’, a brief survey of the
history of poetry in the West; ‘Speech on Mythology’, an
animated summons to create a new mythology; ‘Letter on the
Novel’, a discussion of the Romantic style in the context of the
novel; and ‘Essay on the Different Styles in Goethe’s Early and
Later Works’. These texts are often considered independently,
but they actually form part of the context of the entire Dialogue.
One can also see in this Dialogue a re-enactment of conversations
among the early Romantic group at Jena.

TRANSCENDENTAL POETRY AND DOUBLE REFLECTION

Even Friedrich Schlegl’s classical studies of this period assumed
a tendency toward the modern era, or at least contributed
considerably to the emerging theory of modern or Romantic
poetry. While still in Dresden, he had agreed to contribute
pieces on rhetoricians of the late antiquity to Wieland’s Attic
Mouseum. This periodical pursued the purpose of acquainting its
readers with masterpieces of Greek poetry, philosophy, and
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rhetoric, and can be seen as an expression of the manifold
humanistic tendencies of that time. Wieland obviously wanted
to take advantage of Friedrich Schlegel’s growing reputation as
a classical scholar, whereas the young critic seems to have
accepted the rather tedious task of translating and commenting
on old rhetoricians in order to acquaint himself with unusual
pieces of intellectual and critical history. Wieland had first
asked him for a translation of a funeral oration, an epitaphios, by
Lysias, the third of the Attic orators. Schlegel completed this
task by supplying an introduction to the oration as well as a
translation of it, followed by a critical judgment, a translation of
an additional speech by Lysias (this time a fiery polemic
delivered at an Olympic festival against the tyrant Dionysius of
Sicily), and then a final commentary (KFS4 1, 133-68).

Wieland and his coeditor Karl August Bottiger were de-
lighted by such a meticulous display of classical scholarship, and
this gave Schlegel the opportunity to propose as his next venture
into the field something more to his own taste, that is, the
translation of a literary evaluation, a piece of criticism, an
‘artistic judgment’. The subject of this evaluation was Isocrates,
who, as the fourth of the ten Attic orators, was a contemporary
of Sophists like Gorgias and Prodicus, an acquaintance of
Socrates, and is known to us from the ending of Plato’s Phaedrus.
The author of the judgment, however, was one of Schlegel’s
favourite rhetoricians, Dionysius of Halicarnassus (30-8 B.C.),
author of a treatise on the composition of words (De compositione
verborum, Peri syntheseos onomaton), on the art of how to produce
beautiful prose. Whereas the Lysias text dealt with a goal-
oriented speech, a funeral oration, that is, a lower type of
functional rhetoric, the one by Dionysius expounded an
aesthetic judgment on Isocrates, one of the finest rhetoricians of
classical antiquity. It was itself written in the high style of
rhetoric and non-functional speech, and treated a subject
which, although written in prose, nevertheless had all the
qualities of a poem, a poema.

Dionysius had an eye for such qualities and sharpened
Schlegel’s sense for the art of beautiful prose as written by
modern prose writers such as Jacobi, Forster, Lessing, Kant, and
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Goethe. A. W. Schlegel showed a similar interest in Dionysius of
Halicarnassus and dealt with him in his lectures on literature
and art (AWS V 1, 214-15). Guided by this rhetorician of the
late antiquity, the Schlegels undermined one of the main
principles of the classicistic ars poetica; this is difficult for us to
notice because their position has since become common opinion.
Unlike the classicists, they came to recognize works of prose, like
the novel, or rhetorical products, like the epigram, the essay, the
speech, and even certain writings in philosophy and history, as
poetry in the genuine sense of the word. In his Epustola ad
Pompeium, Dionysius had designated works by Herodotus and
Thucydides as poemata, as poems. In his book entitled The
Composition of Words, he had pointed out the deep kinship
between prose rhythm and poetic metre, and observed that
certain figures in the Hellenic art of prose related to rhyme in a
manner similar to the relationship between the prosaic numerus
(rhythmic euphony of free speech) and poetic metre (KFSA4 1,
185, 197). Dionysius was also the originator of comparisons
between works of rhetoric and the plastic art of Polycleitus and
Phidias (KFSA 1, 172). He thought that Plato’s dialogues and
the writings of Isocrates ‘were not like written ones but
resembled the hollowed out and profiled work of a sculptor’.
Friedrich Schlegel wanted to improve on Dionysius’ statement
by maintaining that it was as if Isocrates’ writings were ‘carved
and rounded out with chisel and file’ (KFS4 1, 196).%

These views were of great importance for the early Romantic
conception of literature, and contributed directly to the
abolition of the basic difference between poetry and prose. In
the introduction to a collection of essays on classical antiquity
entitled The Greeks and the Romans, for instance, Friedrich
Schlegel had characterized the history of Greek poetry ‘in its
whole circumference’ as comprising quite naturally certain
works of rhetoric, history, and philosophy. He justified this
concept with reference to a remark by Dionysius of Halicar-
nassus according to which the history of Thucydides is ‘at the
same time a beautiful poem’ and continued that ‘although in
the speeches by Demosthenes and the Socratic dialogues,
poetizing imagination 1s restricted by a distinct purpose of
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reason, it is nevertheless not deprived of all freedom and thereby
not released from the duty to play beautifully: for the beautiful
ought to exist, and every speech, the main purpose or secondary
purpose of which is the beautiful, is totally or partially poetry’
(KFSA 1, 205-6). As far as modern poetry was concerned, this
notion of literature determined the Schlegels’ turning towards
authors of prose, the so-called ‘symbolic form’ in modern works
of prose and rhetoric, the ‘characterization of German classics’
in the genre of the prose essay, but above all toward the novel as
the most prominent literary art form of modernity. This new
trend becomes obvious in A. W. Schlegel’s insistence on the
poetic qualities of Goethe’s novel Wilkelm Meister, however
superfluous and stilted such an approach might appear today.
Towards the end of his essay ‘On Goethe’s Hermann and
Dorothea’, which is, of course, an epic text, and having discussed
in great detail the nature of the epic metre in the sense of
‘perseverance in change’ and ‘identity of self-consciousness’,
A. W. Schlegel continues:

This theory of epic rhythm deserves a detailed explanation. It is also
important because it permits an application to the novel. A rhythm of
narration relating to the epic one, approximately as the rhetorical
numerus relates to poetic metre, would perhaps be the only means of
making a novel poetic not only in its general structure but also in its
detailed execution, although the manner of writing must remain of
course purely prosaic. And this seems to be actually accomplished in
Wilhelm Meister. (AWS SW 11, 220)

Yet, the modern, artistic concept of literature did not come
into its own until the activity of reflection and auto-reflection
entered this domain and became its animating force. This
component in the Schlegel brothers’ view of modern literature
has a strong relationship to the transcendental philosophy of the
time, especially to Fichte, with whom, according to many
critics, the modern age of reflection had begun.? Fichte’s concept
of the pure Ego or the ‘Ego as such’ that determines itself
through reasoning made philosophy a pure thinking of itself. As
Hegel puts it, Fichte brought the ‘knowledge of knowledge to
consciousness’ and conceived of philosophy as an ‘artistic
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consciousness, a consciousness of consciousness, so that I have a
consciousness of what my consciousnes is doing’ (HEG 20, 393).
The intelligence, as Fichte conceives ofit, ‘looks at itself” and in
this looking penetrates ‘immediately all that it is’. This
‘immediate union of being and looking’ was for Fichte the true
nature of the intelligence, which consisted in metaphorical
language ‘in a double series’, that of ‘being and looking, of the
real and the ideal’ (FI 4, 196—7).

The most salient step in Friedrich Schlegel’s critique of Fichte
occurred, however, when he began a fragment of the Athenaeum
with the statement: ‘ There is a kind of poetry whose essence lies
in the relation between the ideal and real, and which therefore,
by analogy to philosophical jargon, should be called tran-
scendental poetry’ (KFSA 2, 204; LF, 195). At this point,
Schlegel had entered the Fichtean terrain of transcendental
philosophy and recognized that artificial, reflective thinking is
an essential element of poetry. He saw the essence of this poetry
as including ‘the producer along with the product’, i.e., the
poet together with his poem, thereby effecting an ‘artistic
reflection and beautiful self-mirroring’ for which he found the
best examples ‘in Pindar, in the lyric fragments of the Greeks, in
the classical elegy, and, among the moderns, in Goethe’. Such
a poetry should represent itself in all its representations and
‘always be simultaneously poetry and the poetry of poetry’
(ib.). In his fragment on Romantic poetry as a universal
progressive poetry, Schlegel described the ‘poetic reflection’ of
transcendental poetry in the image of an endless series of
mirrors, saying that this poetry is able to ‘hover at the midpoint
between the portrayed and the portrayer, free of all real and
ideal self-interest, on the wings of poetic reflection, and can raise
that reflection again and again to a higher power, can multiply
itin an endless succession of mirrors’ (KFSA4 2, 182—3; LF, 175).

As is obvious from these statements, Schlegel understood the
meaning of ‘transcendental’ in its original sense. Kant had
defined this term when, in the introduction to the second edition
of his Critique of Pure Reason, he called ‘transcendental’ that
mode of cognition which is not so much interested in the mere
cognition of objects, but in our manner of recognizing objects
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(KA 3, 43), and thereby joined the subject of knowledge and its
object in an inseparable way. Fichte’s usage of the term
‘transcendental’ emphasized the reflective action on the part of
the subject in this relationship. Friedrich Schlegel’s new version
of the term, however, abolished the distinction between
philosophy and poetry by referring the reflective part of this
interaction also to poetry and by rephrasing the notion of
reflection as a ‘poetic reflection’ that includes ‘the producer
along with the product’ (KFSA, 204; LF, 195), ‘the portrayed
and the portrayer’ (KFSA 2, 182; LF, 175). Whereas the
rhetoricians of the late antiquity had encouraged him to cross
the borderline between poetry and prose, the impact of
transcendental philosophy abolished the distinction between
poetry and philosophy for him, and gave the Schlegelian notion
of literature its decisive and modern character. Friedrich
Schlegel described this notion of literature on many occasions as
going beyond the distinctions of poetry and prose, poetry and
philosophy, and the term ‘transcendental poetry’ is indeed only
one among many designations for this phenomenon. He presents
the aim of ‘Romantic poetry’ as not ‘merely to reunite all the
separate species of poetry and put poetry in touch with
philosophy and rhetoric’, but also to ‘fuse poetry and prose,
inspiration and criticism, the poetry of art and the poetry of
nature; and make poetry lively and sociable, and life and
society poetic; poeticize wit and fill and saturate the forms of art
with every kind of good, solid matters for instruction, and
animate them with the pulsations of humour’ (KFS4, 182; LF,
175).

Another concept for the poetic prose of transcendental
literature is that of ‘symbolic form’.* Lessing was a master of it,
and even more so Plato, but Fichte, too, can be counted among
its representatives. In his writings around the turn of the
century — especially the conclusion of the essay on Lessing and
the introduction to the anthology of Lessing (1804)° — Friedrich
Schlegel developed this notion of symbolic form mainly on the
basis of philosophical writings. He could have expounded this
concept just as easily with reference to poetic texts, since the aim
was precisely that synthesis of philosophy and poetry or that
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overcoming of the difference between philosophy and poetry
which is characteristic of ‘ transcendental poetry’. Two features
are essential for the type of text that lends itself to a symbolic
form: the movement or pathway of thought, that is, its anti-
systematic tendency, and the resulting desire to shape this
thought-process artistically, as an art form. At the time in
question, Friedrich Schlegel liked to describe the pathway of
thought in terms of mathematical symbols and cited some
philosophers for whom everything is circular, others who think
in the form of triplicity, and yet another group for whom the
ellipse is characteristic. The group of authors he had in mind
were writers in the form of ‘crooked lines, who, although
progressing with noticeable steadiness and regularity, can
manifest themselves only in fragments because one of their
centres lies in the infinite’ (KFSA 2, 415). Schlegel found this
form in Plato and Lessing, and attempted to design a model of
prose writing which excelled in ‘higher art and form’ (KF$4 2,
413—14). The pathway of thought was to find expression in
‘peculiar combinations of thought’, in ‘surprising turns and
configurations that reach out ever further beyond themselves’
(KFSA 3, 51). Such a text would constitute the intended union
of philosophy and poetry, and simultaneously be truly ‘uni-
versal’. ‘ Universality is the successive satiation of all forms and
substances’, Schlegel said in Fragment 451 of the Athenaeum.
‘Universality can attain harmony only through the conjunction
of poetry and philosophy; and even the greatest, most universal
works of 1solated poetry and philosophy seem to lack this final
synthesis. They come to a stop, still imperfect but close to the
goal of harmony’ (KFSA 2, 255; LF, 240).

One model for the symbolic form of prose writing was the
Socratic dialogue as Plato had created it. But this form was by
no means bound to the imitation of a conversation and could
manifest itself whenever ‘an oscillating change of thought in
continuous interconnection’ took place (KFSA 3, 99-100).
Another favourite medium for the symbolic form was the essay,
especially with regard to an ‘interactive development of
thought’ (Wechsel-Gedankenentwicklung: KFSA 18, 173), ‘dia-
lectics with the public’ (KFSA 18, 364). The most developed
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description of this type of text can be found in the dedication For
Fichte of Schlegel’s edition of Lessing’s Thoughts and Opinions of
1804. The following quotation refers to Plato, Lessing, Fichte,
and to any other of the prose writers considered in Schlegel’s
theory of poetic prose, and isin all likelihood a hidden quotation
from Plato. It should be kept in mind, however, that the
description offered here is equally valid for predominantly
poetic texts, as will become more evident in the example of
Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister in the appendix to this chapter.
Schlegel refers directly to Plato’s writings when he says:

A denial of some current prejudice or whatever else can effectively
surmount innate lethargy constitutes the beginning; thereupon the
thread of thought moves imperceptibly forward in constant inter-
connection until the surprised spectator, after the thread abruptly
breaks off or dissolves in itself, suddenly finds himself confronted with
a goal he had not at all expected: before him an unlimited, wide view,
but upon looking back at the path he has traversed and the spiral of
conversation distinctly before him, he realizes that this was only a
fragment of an infinite cycle. (KFSA4 3, 50)

IRONY AND FRAGMENT

Nothing comes closer to this reflective type of literature than
irony, and irony is virtually identical with that self-reflective
style of poetry that became accentuated during early German
Romanticism and constitutes a decisive mark of literary
modernism. Irony is also the most famous part of early
Romantic theory and became so closely associated with it that
the two are often regarded as identical. If we consider the
history of irony in the European tradition as a rhetorical figure
and a literary device, the early Romantic period marks a
turning-point, and, like the theory of literature in general,
shows the beginning of a modern trend that is still our own. This
theory of irony, however, is almost exclusively Friedrich
Schlegel’s work. Novalis had his doubts whether ‘what
Friedrich Schlegel characterizes so precisely as irony’ was not
“the result and character of circumspection, of a true presence of
the mind’ that would better be designated as ‘genuine humour’
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(NO 2, 428—9). A. W. Schiegel relegated irony to the ‘ante-
chamber of poetry’ (AWS SW 6, 200) and declared with regard
to tragedy: ‘where the genuinely tragic begins, all irony
certainly ceases’ (AWS SW 6, 198—9). Friedrich Schlegel’s
treatment of irony cannot be reduced to a ready-made theory,
but consists of a great number of statements that certainly show
a coherence but also exhibit constant changes in emphasis and
approach. The most productive way of dealing with this
enormously complex topic is the genetic way, the discussion in
successive fashion of his three collections of fragments relevant
to the notion of irony. These are the ‘Critical Fragments’
(1797), the ‘Athenaeumn Fragments’ (1798), and the ‘Ideas’
(1800). Before that, however, a brief look at the history of irony
and at Schlegel’s innovative approach to the subject is ap-
propriate.®

Modern critics credit Friedrich Schlegel with innovation in
the field of irony and refer to his new usage of the word irony as
the ‘coinage of a concept’ (Begriffsschipfung).” Hegel called
Schlegel the ‘father of irony’ and the ‘most excellent ironical
personality’ (HEG 11, 233) — epithets which were not, however,
intended as compliments. Adam Miiller characterized Schle-
gel’s new understanding of irony as the re-establishment of an
originally Greek concept.® Norman Knox, who has studied the
history of irony, detects a decisive change in the usage of the
term toward the end of the eighteenth century but believes that
the new concept did not arise from the head of a new Aristotle
and find expression in a critical scheme, but rather evolved from
the everyday criticism prevalent during the latter decades of the
eighteenth century.” Whatever the origin of the new concept
may be, until far into the eighteenth century, irony had the
consistent and coherent connotation of an established form of
speech or communication that could be reduced to the simple
formula, ‘a figure of speech by which one wants to convey the
opposite of what one says’ (E 19, 86). This is a quotation from
the French Encyclopédie of 1765 and contains the essence of the
definitions of irony found in numerous handbooks of various
European literatures as they had developed from older manuals
of rhetoric concerning the art of public speaking and persuasion.
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If we were to define the place of irony in the schematized
structure of classical rhetoric, we would first find it in the
column of the tropes, that is, among indirect modes of speech, or
particular verbal constructions (including question, antici-
pation, hesitation, consultation, apostrophe, illustration,
feigned regret, and intimation). The most basic characteristic of
all forms of classical irony is always that the intention of the
speaker is opposed to what he actually says, that we understand
the contrary of what he expresses in his speech. We should
perhaps add to this description that, according to ancient
opinion, in order to distinguish irony from mere lying, the entire
tenor of speaking, including intonation, emphasis, and gesture,
was supposed to help reveal the real or intended meaning.
Irony is mostly discussed by the classical rhetoricians in the
context of peculiar idiosyncracies of style. Aristotle mentions
irony in the third book of his Rhetoric, which is devoted to style,
and presents it as a ‘mockery of oneself’: ‘Some of the forms
befit a gentleman, and some do not; irony befits him more than
does buffoonery. The jests of the ironical man are at his own
expense; the buffoon excites laughter at others.”*® From other
passages of his works, especially his Ethics, we know that
Aristotle conceived of irony as a noble self-deprecation. ‘Irony
is the contrary to boastful exaggeration’, he says, ‘it is a self-
deprecating concealment of one’s powers and possessions — it
shows better taste to deprecate than to exaggerage one’s
virtues.”*! Cicero, who introduced the term into the Latin world
and rendered it as ‘dissimulation’ (‘ea dissmulatio, quam
Graeci eironeia vocant’),'? discusses irony in his work On the
Orator in connection with figures of speech. He defines irony as
saying one thing and meaning another, explaining that it has a
very great influence on the minds of the audience and is
extremely entertaining if presented in a conversational rather
than declamatory tone.'® Finally, Quintilian assigned irony its
position among the tropes and figures discussed in the eighth
and ninth books of his Oratorical Education, where its basic
characteristic is that the intention of the speaker differs from
what he actually says, that we understand the contrary of what
he expresses in speech (‘in utroque enim contrarium ei quod



144 German Romantic literary theory

dicitur intelligendum est’).’ In addition to these two modes of
irony, however, Quintilian mentions a third which transcends
the scope of mere rhetoric, or what Friedrich Schlegel would
call single ironic instances, and relates to the whole manner of
existence of a person. Quintilian refers directly to Socrates,
whose entire life had an ironic colouring because he assumed the
role of an ignorant human being lost in wonder at the wisdom
of others.'®

As this observation indicates, Quintilian, as well as Cicero
and other rhetoricians, regarded Socrates as the master of irony,
the ¢iron. Originally, however, the words eironeia and erron had a
low and vulgar connotation, even to the extent of invective. We
come across these terms in Aristophanes’ comedies, in which the
ironist is placed among liars, shysters, pettifoggers, hyprocrites,
and charlatans — in other words, with deceivers.'® Plato was the
first to present Socrates as an ironic interlocutor who, by
understating his talents in his famous pose of ignorance,
embarrassed his partner and simultaneously led him into the
proper terrain of thought. With the Platonic Socrates, the
attitude of the ironist was freed from the burlesque coarseness of
classical comedy and appeared as that refined, human, and
humorous self-deprecation that made Socrates the paragon of a
teacher.

Yet, even in Plato’s dialogues, where the attitude of Socratic
irony is so obviously present, the term ‘irony’ itself still retains
its derogatory cast in the sense of hoax and hypocrisy and, as
such, evinces the Sophist attitude of intellectual deception and
false pretension. In his Republic, for example, Plato depicts the
scene in which Socrates deliberates in characteristic fashion on
the concept of dikaiosyne, justice. At a crucial point in the
discussion, his conversation partner Thrasymachus explodes,
requesting Socrates to desist from his eternal questioning and
refuting, and finally to come out with a direct statement and
reveal his own opinion. Again assuming his stance of ignorance,
Socrates replies that it is utterly difficult to discover justice and
that they should have pity rather than scorn for him. At this
point, Thrasymachus bursts out: ‘By Heracles! Here again is
the well-known dissimulation of Socrates! I have told these
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others beforehand that you would never answer, but take refuge
in dissimulation.” The Greek term rendered here as ‘dis-
simulation’ is, of course, eironeia, irony."

From many other instances in Plato’s dialogues we know that
the pretended ignorance of Socrates was considered by many of
his contemporaries as chicanery, scorn, or deceptive escapism,
all of which made him deserve the epithet eiron (ironist). Only
with Aristotle did the word ‘irony’ assume that refined and
urbane significance which marks the character of ‘Socratic
irony’. This important change in meaning can be detected in
Aristotle’s Nichomachaean Ethics, where eironeia and alazoneia,
understatement and boastfulness, are discussed as modes of
deviation from truth. Aristotle, however, held the opinion that
irony deviates from truth not for the sake of one’s own
advantage, but out of a dislike of bombast and to spare others
from feelings of inferiority. Irony was, therefore, a fine and
noble form. The prototype of this genuine irony was to be found
in Socrates, and with this reference, irony received its classical
definition."”® Some of the other instances in which Aristotle
mentions irony also reveal a Socratic image. In his Physiognomy,
Aristotle describes the ironist as possessing greater age and
having wrinkles around his eyes, thus reflecting a critical power
of judgment.'® In his History of Animals, Aristotle considers
eyebrows rising up toward the temples as marks of the mocker
and ironist.?®

These physiognomical features which predestined Socrates as
the master of irony are also referred to in Plato’s writings about
the philosopher. They are obvious in the speech in the Symposium
delivered by Alcibiades in Socrates’ honour, wherein Alcibiades
compares Socrates with the sileni, those carved figurines with
satyr-like and grotesque images on the exterior, but which are
pure gold inside. This is obviously a reference to the contrast
between the philosopher’s outer appearance, his protruding
lips, paunch, and snub nose, and his personal rank and
intellectual quality. This contrast can also be seen as a form of
ironic dissimulation, as a ‘mask’, and was to become a famous
and continuous theme in European literature. Toward his
fellow citizens, Socrates assumes the mask of one who tends to
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appreciate handsome young men and convivial symposia, who
is to all appearances universally ignorant and unfit for any
practical activity. But beneath the surface, we discover that he
is independent of the attractions of physical beauty as well as
those of wealth and popular esteem, and that he possesses self-
control to an unparalleled degree. Using the Greek term eironeia
for this type of dissimulation, Alcibiades explains to his drinking
companions: ‘He spends his whole life pretending and playing
with people, and I doubt whether anyone has ever seen the
treasures that are revealed when he grows serious and exposes
what he keeps inside.’*!

When Friedrich Schlegel decided to extend the restricted use
of irony, as encountered in the rhetorical tradition of Europe, to
works of Boccaccio, Cervantes, Sterne, and Goethe, and wrote
in 1797 that ‘there are ancient and modern poems which
breathe throughout, in their entirety and in every detail, the
divine breath of irony’ (KFSA 2, 152; LF, 148), he gave irony
a completely new scope and effected a fundamental change in
the concept in Western literary theory. The authors he
mentioned certainly would have been astonished to hear him
interpret their literary creations as displaying irony — to say
nothing of Shakespeare and other older models of so-called
ironic style. Schlegel himself described his novel treatment of
literary works as a move away from the search for ‘beautiful
instances and single images’ which was so dominant in
eighteenth-century criticism to the comprehension of the
entirety of works of the imagination and the expression of this
insight in words (KFS4 3, 296). Indeed, in this reference to the
entirety of literary works, Schlegel’s new understanding of irony
bears a strong resemblance to his other innovations in literary
criticism.

This change of meaning in the notion of irony can be dated in
a precise manner and actually occurs in Fragment 42 of the
‘Critical Fragments,” beginning with the blunt statement:
‘Philosophy is the real homeland of irony, which one would like
to define as logical beauty’ (KFSA 2, 152; LF, 143). This
statement implies that, contrary to the entire rhetorical tra-
dition of Europe according to which irony is a distinct figure of
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speech, the real origin of irony is to be found in philosophy,
more precisely in a particular philosophical type of argu-
mentation practised by Socrates and developed as a form of art
by Plato. Schlegel calls this technique ‘logical beauty’, but the
technical term for it is Socratic or Platonic ‘dialectics’, thought
and counterthought as a progressive movement of thinking. In
fact, Schlegel’s statement continues directly with the argument
that ‘wherever philosophy appears in oral or written dialogues
—and is not simply confined to rigid systems — there irony
should be asked for and provided’ (ib.). This is entirely in line
with his general image of Plato, as present in the previous
section on transcendental poetry. In his Paris lectures on
European literature of 1804, he formulated this image of Plato
more pointedly, saying: ‘Plato had no system, but only a
philosophy. The philosophy of a human being is the history, the
becoming, the progression of his mind, the gradual formation
and development of his thoughts’ (KFS4 11, 118). A little later
in these lectures he says:

We have mentioned already that Plato only had a philosophy, but no
system; just as phllosophy in general is more a seeking, a striving for
science than science itself, this is especially the case with that of Plato.
He is never finished with his thought, and this constant further striving
of his thought for completed knowledge and the highest cognition, this
eternal becoming, forming, and developing of his ideas, he has tried to
shape artistically in dialogues. (KFSA 11, 120)%*

Friedrich Schlegel was, of course, aware of the rhetorical
tradition in which irony was transmitted and had found its
habitual place in Europe. But this rhetorical irony, bound to
individual instances, to particular figures, appeared to him
minor and insignificant compared to the philosophical home-
land of irony where it could manifest itself ‘throughout’. He
said: ‘Of course, there is also a rhetorical species of irony which,
sparingly used, has an excellent effect, especially in polemics;
but compared to the sublime urbanity of the Socratic muse, it is
like the pomp of the most splendid oration set against the noble
style of an ancient tragedy.” The most important sentence
occurs in the middle of the fragment and states that it is not
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rhetoric but poetry that can equal philosophy in the use of irony
‘throughout’, in the entirety of a work, and not simply in single
and isolated instances. In order to appreciate this fully, one has
to take into consideration that Schlegel had abolished the line of
demarcation between philosophical and poetic discourse, as was
explained in the previous section of this chapter. The sentence
reads: ‘Only poetry can also reach the heights of philosophy in
this way, and only poetry does not restrict itself to isolated
ironical passages, as rhetoric does.’” After this equation of
Socratic philosophy and modern poetry in the works of
Boccaccio, Cervantes, Shakespeare, and Goethe is established,
Schlegel concludes with the statement that actually constitutes
the turning-point in the history of the concept of irony and has
been quoted above: ‘There are ancient and modern poems that
are pervaded by the divine breath of irony throughout and
informed by a truly transcendental buffoonery.” What he
understands by the ‘divine breath of irony’ is described with
reference to the internal mood of these works of literature. It is
a ‘mood that surveys everything and rises infinitely above all
limitations, even above its own art, virtue, or genius’ (ib.). The
fragment, however, like all complex and condensed statements,
has also an afterthought, which consists in the words ‘trans-
cendental buffoonery’. A buffoon is a clown, and after irony has
been introduced in elevated fashion as Platonic discourse and
Socratic incompletion, it appears appropriate to remind the
reader of the human character of limitation and confinement, a
feature which is also apparent in the outer appearance of
Socrates and is expressed by Schlegel in the final words of the
fragment, ‘the mimic style of an averagely gifted Italian buffo’
(ib.).

Fragment 108 of the ‘Ciritical Fragments’ focuses more
directly on Socratic irony, but it does not convey anything not
already mentioned in Fragment 42 of the same collection,
except for the paramount topic of communication, for Schlegel
now refers to the ‘impossibility and necessity of complete
communication’, which is mediated by irony. Instead of
paraphrasing this fragment, it is perhaps best to reproduce some
of its statements in their entirety:
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In this sort of irony, everything should be playful and serious,
guilelessly open and deeply hidden. It originates in the union of savoir
vivre and scientific spirit, in the conjunction of a perfectly instinctive
and a perfectly conscious philosophy. It contains and arouses a feeling
of indissoluble antagonism between the absolute and the relative,
between the impossibility and the necessity of complete communi-
cation. It is the freest of all licenses, for by its means one transcends
oneself; and yet it is also the most lawful, for it is absolutely necessary.
(KFS4 2, 160; LF, 156)

There are some other passages in the ‘Critical Fragments’
that illustrate this change in the meaning of irony from the
classical, rhetorical concept to its modern connotation as being
coextensive with speech, writing, and communication. These
fragments add little to what has already been discussed. One of
them, however, introduces a new note on the concept of irony,
although the term itself does not occur in it. The reference is to
a rhythm of ‘constant alternation of self-creation and self-
annihilation’ (KFSA 2, 151; LF, 146—7) that becomes the
dominant theme in the exposition of irony in the Athenaeum (e.g.,
KFSA 2, 172, 217). In its dual movement of affirmation and
negation, of enthusiasm and scepticism, this ironic alternation
between self-creation and self-annihilation is simply another
formulation for what had previously been presented as poetic
reflection, as transcendental poetry, and it shows that Schlegel’s
notion of poetry and literature actually coincides with this dual
movement in the creative mind. To underline this fact, one
could add that practically all polarities which have occurred so
far in the description of Schlegel’s theory of literature can be
related to this alternating rhythm of self-creation and self-
annihilation, that is, the antitheses of classical and Romantic,
poetry and philosophy, the Ego and the world. The speaker of
Schlegel’s ‘Speech on Mythology’ refers to the ‘structure of the
whole’ in the works of Shakespeare and Cervantes and describes
it as “this artfully ordered confusion, this charming symmetry of
contradictions, this wonderfully perennial alternation of en-
thusiasm and irony which lives even in the smallest parts of the
whole’ (KFSA 2, 318-19; DP, 86). A similar and recurrent
formulation of the same phenomenon is the phrase to the point
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of irony’ or ‘to the point of continuously fluctuating between
self-creation and self-annihilation’ (KFSA 2, 172, 217; LF, 167,
205). In a certain respect, this is the point of highest perfection
— a perfection, however, that is conscious of its own imperfection
and inscribes this feature into its own text. Another and perhaps
better way of characterizing the dual movement of self-creation
and self-destruction inherent in reference ‘ to the point of irony’
would be to say that this i1s by no means a deficiency, but rather
the highest level we can reach, and in aesthetic terms, also one
of charm and grace.

In his early writings on Greek poetry, Friedrich Schlegel
represented the dual movement of self-creation and self-
destruction as a self-destructive reaction to a primordial
Dionysian ecstasy and said: ‘The most intense passion is eager
to wound itself, if only to act and to discharge its excessive
power’ (FSA4 1, 403). One of his favourite examples of such an
action was the parabasis of classical comedy, that is, the
sometimes capricious, frivolous addresses of the poet through
the chorus and the coryphaeus to the audience that constitute a
total disruption of the play. In a fragment of 1791, Schlegel says
summarily: ‘Irony is a permanent parabasis’ (KFSA 18, 85),
interpreting the emergence of the author from his work in the
broadest sense and relating it to ancient and modern literature
in all its genres. With specific reference to the comic exuberance
exhibited through parabasis in the comedies by Aristophanes,
Schlegel said:

This self-infliction is not ineptitude, but deliberate impetuousness,
overflowing vitality, and often has not a bad effect, indeed stimulates
the effect, since it cannot totally destroy the illusion. The most intense
agility of life must act, even destroy; if it does not find an external
object, it reacts against a beloved one, against itself, against its own
creation. This agility then injures in order to excite, not to destroy.
(KFS4 1, 30)

In the medium of modern literature, Schlegel described the
ironic mood in Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister by referring to the
author’s ‘illusion of dignity and importance, mocking itself
gently’, and to the occurrence of a ‘delicate breath of poetic
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pedantry on the most prosaic occasions’ (KFSA 2, 138; GM,
66).

The collection of fragments with the title ‘Ideas’, which
appeared in 1800 in the last volume of the Athenaeum, does not
contain many entries on irony. There is one fragment, however,
hardly more than one line long, that introduces a larger, almost
cosmic view of irony. It reads: ‘Irony is the clear consciousness
of an eternal agility, of an infinitely abundant chaos’ (KFS$S4 2,
263; LF, 251). If one stresses the feeling of one’s own
insignificance, transitoriness, and fragmentation implied in this
fragment, one comes close to the notion of melancholic irony,
which became a famous topic in Romantic theory after the turn
of the century, although the fragment can, of course, also be
read in a more confident vein. That Friedrich Schlegel’s thought
was inclined in that direction, or at least not closed off from it,
becomes obvious in some of his later pronouncements on irony.
In his Cologne lectures of 1804—6 he says in a philosophical
context that irony brings to our attention the ‘inexhaustible
plenitude and manifoldness of the highest subjects of knowledge’
(KFSA 13, 207). In his Dresden lectures of 1829, delivered
shortly before his death, he claims: ‘ True irony ... is the irony of
love. It arises from the feeling of finitude and one’s own
limitation and the apparent contradiction of these feelings with
the concept of infinity inherent in all true love’ (KFS$A4 10, 357).

Against this larger background of European literature and
Friedrich Schlegel’s own varied use of irony, the relationship
between irony and the fragment as a literary means of
communication becomes apparent. The notions of the fragment
and the fragmentary are indeed central to early Romantic
theory but often lead simply to an abbreviated, pointed type of
writing whose antecedents are to be found in the epigram in
classical literature and in the maxim, the ‘pensée’, in modern
European writing. In the spring of 1791, Chamfort’s Maxims and
Thoughts, Characters and Anecdotes had appeared in German
translation, and A. W. Schlegel had already reviewed Cham-
fort’s Oeuvres in 1795, praising the Maxims of Volume 4 as the
most valuable part of the edition (AWS SW 11, 297-304). It is
certainly no coincidence that Friedrich Schlegel published his
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collection of ‘Critical Fragments’ soon afterwards and fre-
quently insisted thereafter that he had found his natural form of
literary communication in this genre. He also indicated that this
kind of fragment had antecedents in the Roman epigram (‘I,
the restorer of the epigrammatic genre’, K'FS4 18, 130) and the
French maxim (‘I have just sent a critical Chamfortade of several
sheets into the world, that 1s, to the printing-press’, KFSA4 24,
21).2® In one of his fragments, he defined the nature of this
genre, saying: ‘A fragment, like a miniature work of art, has to
be entirely isolated from the surrounding world and be complete
in itself like a porcupine’ (KFSA 2, 197; LF, 18g).

If we look at Friedrich Schlegel’s fragments and some of his
own statements on them more closely, however, we soon realize
that what he has in mind is not a classical or classicistic form of
brief, isolated statements like the epigram and the maxim, but
a type of fragmentary writing that does not necessarily have to
break apart into splinters of thought, but can also manifest itself
in more coherent texts like the essay, the dialogue, the lecture,
and still reveal a fragmentary, incomplete, perspectivistic, or
asystematic outlook. Prototypes for this much more basic
fragmentary kind of writing can be found in Hamann (Diary of
a Christian: *Crumbs’) and Herder (On Recent German Literature.
Farst Collection of Fragments). Schlegel’s favourite ‘fragmentary’
author of the eighteenth century was Lessing, whom he
characterized as ‘absolutely fragmentary’ (KFSA4 3, 79). If this
was not always apparent from Lessing’s own writings, Schlegel
broke them up even further, as in his anthology of Lessing, to
show how basically fragmentary Lessing really was.** Lessing
lived, according to Schlegel, in a time of ‘not yet’, a period of
fermentation and preparation, that is, of the new German
literature. In such periods, ‘particular literary devices or
writings become necessary which have only the firm aim of
inciting, examining, and nourishing the productive power’
(KFSA 3, 83). Yet we know from earlier occasions that Schlegel
did not use the metaphor of ‘not yet’ to denote a transitory
stage to be overcome by a completed form of knowledge and
literary writing, but saw in it the appropriate form of human
comprehension and communication. In this respect, Plato was
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also for him a prefiguration of fragmentary thinking. The
devices employed, if not to transcend this state of affairs then at
least to keep us aware of it, were for Schlegel a certain type of
writing, and in this sense the fragment reveals its close
relationship to irony.

Whereas authors such as Hamann, Herder, and Lessing can
be seen as ‘fragmentary’ writers, we can speak of a consciously
established genre of the fragment only at that moment when, in
1797, Friedrich Schlegel entitled a collection of 127 individual
thoughts ‘Critical Fragments’ (KFSA4 2, 147-63; LF, 143-59).
This was followed in 1798 by a more comprehensive collection
of 451 entries to which other members of the early Romantic
group (August Wilhelm and Caroline Schlegel, and Schleier-
macher) contributed and which bore the simple title Fragments
(KFSA 2, 165-255; LF, 161—240). Shortly before, in 1798,
Novalis had published a collection of 114 fragments with the
title Pollen (NO 2, 412-63). In that same year, Novalis made
public his fragments ‘Faith and Love, or the King and the
Queen’, dealing with his ideal of the state (NO 2, 485-98). In
1800 Friedrich Schlegel’s series of prophetic and solemn
fragments appeared bearing the title Ideas (KFSA 2, 256—72;
LF, 241—56). These published series of fragments had parallels
in thousands and thousands of unpublished fragments, es-
pecially in the notebooks of Friedrich Schlegel and Novalis.
These various collections and compilations of fragments con-
stitute a particular genre of thinking in fragments or writing in
fragments that became typical of early German Romanticism
and lasted for the short period from 1797 to 1800.2° To be sure,
Friedrich Schlegel continued to jot down masses of fragments
in his notebooks until his death, but he never published a
fragment again after 1800o. What is denied in these collections
of fragments is systematic coherence, or Hegel’s doctrine: ‘The
truth is the whole.” Completion and totality in any realizable
fashion are questioned by a type of writing that, from the outset,
rejects any type of closure and postpones it to an unrealizable
future.
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ROMANTIC POETRY AND THE NEW MYTHOLOGY

As far as the image of literary history is concerned, the Schlegels
still saw themselves, at the turn of the century, within the
framework of a large historical development extending from the
Greeks into their own time. Yet, their work had increasingly
focused on that Romantic tradition of European literature after
which their own endeavour was later named. The exploration
of Dante and Shakespeare had been followed by an equally
intense study of Cervantes, Boccaccio, and Petrarch. In the
summer of 1802, A.W. Schlegel began his translations of
Calder6n,?® whereas Friedrich Schlegel explored Provengal
literature and Portuguese poets, like Camoes (KFS4 3, 17-37).
Two meanings of the term ‘romantic’ became more and more
prominent in their work : the historical, relating to that tradition
of European literature unjustly suppressed by classicistic taste
and of which the Schlegels became the pioneers; and the
normative, according to which the romantic is an ‘element of
poetry, that may predominate or recede to a greater or lesser
extent, but must never be wholly absent’ (KFSA4 2, 335; DP,
1o1). It is this second notion that needs a more thorough
analysis.

Because of the predominance of the novel in the Romantic
tradtion and the semantic affinity of the term ‘romantic’ to the
German word for the novel (Roman),?” critics have often been
inclined to reduce the Romantic theory of the Schlegels to a
theory of the novel. There is no question that Friedrich Schlegel
at least had a particular predilection for the novel and made
several statements on the pre-eminence of the novel in modern,
Romantic literature that have since become famous.”® But he
also expanded the notion of the novel so far beyond generic
limitations that it almost coincided with his notion of Romantic
poetry, and is therefore of little help for a clarification of these
matters. A much better approach to the notion of Romantic
poetry is to look at it rather from the point of view of its task, its
object, its rendering of the infinity of life and nature, as well as
its artful manner of creation. In his review of Tieck’s translation
of Don Quixote, Friedrich Schlegel expressed his satisfaction at
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the fact that the German public no longer mistook Shakespeare
for a ‘raving mad Storm and Stress poet’, but had begun to
appreciate him as ‘one of the most purposeful artists’. This gave
hope that, one day, Cervantes would no longer be seen as a mere
joker, because ‘as far as concealed purposefulness was con-
cerned, he might be just as wily and cunning’ as his fellow
English poet (KFSA 2, 283). Schlegel also found this highly
artistic quality in the prose of Cervantes and claimed that it was
‘the only modern prose we could juxtapose to the prose of a
Tacitus, Demosthenes, or Plato, just because it is so thoroughly
modern as the other is classical and still in its manner just as
artfully formed’ (ib.). He adds: ‘In no other prose is the
position of words so entirely symmetry and music; no other uses
the differences of styles so entirely as floods of colour and light;
no other is in the general expressions of social life so refreshing,
lively, and picturesque’ (ib.).

An even better example of this appreciation of the Romantic
style of literature is his characterization of Boccaccio. He
considers his essay on this author as dealing with the most
interesting thing there is in the world, namely, with ‘truth
which is one with beauty’ (KFS4 2, 373), and thereby assigns to
Romantic poetry the highest possible task, the creation of a
symbolic image of life and existence. Whereas Cervantes,
Shakespeare, and other Romantic poets approached this task
by focusing on its objective side, or the side of the object (that is,
the infinity of life and nature), Boccaccio, especially in the
novellas of his Decamerone, took the opposite path in shaping ‘a
subjective mood and point of view’ and attempting to render
this attitude ‘indirectly and, so to speak, allegorically’ (KFSA4 2,
393). This ‘indirect representation of the subjective’ seems to be
the particular charm of his novellas. Their ‘indirect and veiled’
character occasionally gives them an even greater attraction
than the direct and immediate lyrical mode of communication
(KFSA 2, 394). The ‘indirect and hidden subjectivity’ of these
novellas, however, does not preclude a marked tendency
towards the objective side. This is manifest not only in their
painstaking adherence to peculiarities of the locality and society
to which the narration relates, but especially in the view of life
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which 1s invisibly shaped by the poet through his varying
moods.

Friedrich Schlegel finds this particular feature of the novella
already preformed in its original character. Basically, the
novella is an anecdote, an unknown story, told in society, and
exciting a certain interest among its members. This interest,
however, has nothing to do with issues like ‘the coherence of
nations, or of times, or the progressions of humanity and the
relationship of education to them’, or with any other such topics
of alargersignificance (KFSA 2, 394). The novella is a story that
does not belong to that type of history, but rather shows a
predisposition towards irony which is already present at the
moment of its birth. Its main effect is to interest, and the best
way for the narrator to show his ‘art of narration’ is to start with
an ‘anecdote that, strictly speaking, is not even an anecdote’, in
other words, with an ‘agreeable nothingness’, and deceivingly
entertain us with it by adorning it so copiously with his art that
we will be pleased to let ourselves be deceived and even become
earnestly interested in it (ib.). Another possibility for this ‘artful
narrator’ would be to renarrate familiar stories in such a way
that they appear as new ones and to convey his personal view of
life through these different arrangements. In any case, we
would not listen to such stories with rising interest if we did not
become interested in the author himself, and receive through his
subjective, indirect communication an image of life in its
infinitely unpredictable course, an image which other Romantic
authors convey more from the objective side (KFSA4 2, 395).

Through these and other investigations, the notion of the
Romantic became more and more synonymous with the truly
poetic, and progressively split off from the earlier designation of
modern poetry that had constituted the counterpart to the truly
classical in the sense of antique poetry. The ‘modern’ came to
denote a certain type of literature which might indeed be
artistic and artful in its composition, but lacked a genuinely
Romantic character. The Schlegels had originally relegated the
entire tradition of classicistic poetry, especially French classi-
cism and tragédie classique, to this category of literature. Yet, the
more their exploration of the Romantic tradition, and especially
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of authors like Dante, Boccaccio, Petrarch, Cervantes, Shake-
speare, and Calderén, progressed, the more restricted their
recognition of the truly poetic became — although, as was
pointed out earlier, the notion of the poetic also applied to prose
writers in the field of the rhetorical essay or history, and to
philosophers like Plato. We now find on the list of ‘modern’
authors not only names like Pope and Voltaire, but also Lessing,
at least as far as his dramatic @uvre is concerned, and even
Goethe.

If one asked what constituted the truly Romantic for the
Schlegels in contrast to the merely modern, no quality would
perhaps be more important than a certain radiance, or
fluorescence, of the literary work which makes it transcend the
necessarily limited scope of human language and open a vista
into the infinite. Indeed, this relationship to the infinite seems to
mark the difference between Romantic and modern literature,
in that modern literature is thoroughly confined, although in a
highly artistic fashion, to the human sphere of the subject,
whereas the Romantic style attempts to transcend the merely
human world and to create an image of the ‘infinite play of the
world’ (KFSA 2, 324; DP, 8g), a view of the universe created by
the imagination, yet broken and reflected by the indirect
communication of irony (KFSA4 2, 324; DP, 100). This does not
imply that the rigorous structural principles developed earlier
in the context of Greek literature are relinquished, but simply
adds another dimension to them. ‘A work is shaped’, Friedrich
Schlegel says in the Athenaeum, ‘when it is everywhere sharply
delimited, but within those limits limitless and inexhaustible;
when it is completely faithful to itself, homogeneous, and
nonetheless exalted above itself” (KFS4 2, 215; LF, 297). His
characterizations of Cervantes and Boccaccio made this ab-
solutely clear with reference both to the objective and the
subjective side of artistic creation. This relationship to the
infinite is not to be interpreted in a religious sense either, and lies
completely within the ‘aesthetic horizon’, which Friedrich
Schlegel had earlier claimed is the only horizon for the poet
(KFSA 1, 328—9). Yet one senses in these views of an ‘absolute’
and ‘pure’ poetry an attitude which more than anything else in
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the early Romantic theory breaks through the confines of the
traditional world of the subject and introduces features of
modernity of a yet unheard-of power and Dionysian resonance.
This is the ‘mystical’ aspect of early Romanticism which is
strictly abhorred and avoided by A.W. Schlegel. Friedrich
Schlegel and Novalis liked to indulge in it, referring to it
ironically as their attempt at founding a new religion.?® The
best-known designation for this new tendency, however, is that
of a ‘new mythology’.

Certainly, the mythological aspect of literature is also strongly
emphasized by A. W. Schlegel. It is an essential point of his
literary theory, emphasized in the first sentence of the section on
myth in his Jena lectures entitled ‘ The Philosophical Doctrine
of Art’ (1798): ‘Myth, like language, is a general, a necessary
product of the human poetic power, an arche-poetry of
humanity’, so to speak (AWS V 1, 49). He considers mythology
a ‘metaphorical language’ of the human mind created ac-
cording to the needs of the human being in which ‘everything
corporeal is animated’ and ‘the invisible is made to appear’
(ib.). As these formulations indicate, mythology does not belong
to some early and bygone phase of humanity for A. W. Schlegel,
but like language, forms an essential accompaniment of the
human being, a structural principle of his mind. Like language,
mythology might lose some of its strength and colours through
the process of rationalization, but even in its state of reason, the
human mind mythologizes.

Particular mythologies, like that of the Greeks, show stages of
development and may eventually die out as the creed of a
particular people. Even if they are dead as far as general belief
is concerned, they can be recreated, if only fragmentarily and in
particular images, through intentional usage by modern artists.
A great deal of modern painting and poetry is based on such
arbitrary recreations of ancient, especially Greek and Roman,
mythologies. But independently of these artistic tendencies, our
basic manner of experiencing the world will always have a
mythologizing trend which expresses itself in a metaphorical
transformation of everything with which we have contact. This
tendency should not be misunderstood and minimized as a mere
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allegorical rewording of complicated concepts, which would be
a deliberate method of illustration, but seen as a much more
fundamental, involuntary action of forming images with the
imagination (AWS V 1, 50). In this sense, the mythological or
mythologizing tendency of the human mind is a basic aspect of
our nature without which human experience would not be
possible. Once formed and shaped to a coherent whole, a
particular mythology, while never true poetry itself, can become
a ‘means for attaining poetry’ (AWS V 1, 49).

In his Berlin lectures of 1801, A. W. Schlegel amplified these
views considerably in both their general epistemological and
historical aspects. The more important feature of his notion of
poetry is, of course, the philosophical, theoretical aspect of the
human mind’s fundamental tendency to mythologize, to find
metaphorical expressions for its experience. Imagination is the
basic power of the human mind, A. W. Schlegel argues in these
lectures, and he concludes: ‘The original action of the im-
agination is the one through which our own existence and the
entire outer world gains reality for us’ (AWS V 1, 440). The
basic activity of the imagination must, however, be carefully
distinguished from its artistic and intentional use. Whereas the
spontaneous imaginative experience can be illustrated by the
phenomenon of dreaming, poetry in the specific artistic sense
can be characterized as an artificial recreation of that mythical
state, a ‘deliberate and waking dreaming’ (AWS V 1, 441). This
wide range of mythology is already indicated by the Greeks,
who considered it the common ground of poetry, history, and
philosophy. As far as poetry is concerned, mythology provides it
with a much more elaborate material than mere nature.
‘Mythology is nature in a poetic garment, it is itself already in
a certain sense poetry’ (AWS V 1, 451). But upon closer
scrutiny, mythology embraces everything that can become an
object for the human mind. Mythology provides a complete
view of the world and is therefore also the basis of philosophy
(AWS V 1, 452). A. W. Schlegel believes that the most recent
doctrines of modern physics could easily be transformed into
mythical images (453).

Against this background of a universally metaphorical and
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mythological organization of the human mind, A. W. Schlegel’s
conception of poetry —in the narrower sense of an artistic
activity — gains its characteristic shape. Whereas the other arts
have a certain range of representation which is determined by
their media of expression, the medium of poetry is the one in
which the human mind gains consciousness of itself and 1s able to
connect its representations in an intentional mode of expression.
This medium is language. ‘Language’, A. W. Schlegel says, ‘is
not a product of nature, but a reproduction of the human mind
that deposits in language the origin and relationship of all its
representations, the entire mechanism of its operations. It is
therefore so that, in poetry, something already shaped is
reshaped, and the formative capacity of its organ is just as
limitless as the ability of the human mind to return into itself
through ever more highly developed reflections’ (AWS V 1,
387-8). In the early stages of its formation, language produces,
just as necessarily and unintentionally as its own body, a poetic
view of the world dominated by the imagination, which is
mythology. This is, so to speak, the higher form of the first poetic
representation of nature through language. Self-conscious
poetry goes one step further by treating mythology poetically
and by poeticizing it. In this way, the process continues, since
according to Schlegel poetry ‘will never leave the human being
in any stage of his further development’: ‘Just as poetry is the
most original, the arche- and mother-art of all the others, poetry
will also be the ultimate perfection of humanity, the ocean into
which everything will return, however far it may have moved
away from it in various forms’ (AWS V 1, 388).

All these careful considerations of the relationship between
mythology and poetry are left far behind, however, when
Friedrich Schlegel, in his ‘Speech on Mythology’ of 1800, at
once declares in impetuous language: ‘I will come straight to the
point. Our poetry, I maintain, lacks a focal point, such as
mythology was for the ancients. One could summarize all the
essentials in which modern poetry is inferior to the ancient in
these words: We have no mythology’ (KFSA 2, 312; DP, 81).
Here, mythology obviously is no longer understood as a
primordial metaphorical functioning of the human mind, but as
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a coherent view of the world as it supposedly existed in classical
India, in Greece, Rome, and among the modern Christian
nations of Europe in a communal medium of universal
understanding operating through images, metaphors, and
allegories. Schlegel deplores the lack of such a communal basis
particularly with regard to literature and poetry, but one senses
that he actually misses in his age a general foundation for all
types of intellectual discourse including philosophy, the in-
terpretation of history, and the moral, social, and political tasks
of the time. Addressing himself only to the poets of his period, he
says: ‘You above all others must know what I mean. You
yourselves have written poetry, and while doing so much often
have felt the absence of a firm basis for your activity, a matrix,
a sky, a living atmosphere’ (ib.).

This is the negative aspect of the diagnosis. Yet Schlegel
hastens to add with no less categorical assurance: ‘But, I add,
we are close to obtaining one [a mythology] or, rather, it is time
that we earnestly work together to create one’ (ib.). Itis in this
context that he introduces the notions of an ‘old’ and a ‘new’
mythology and projects the new mythology as the great task to
which he is summoning his age. What he understands by this
new mythology, however, is more hinted at than actually
described or defined. In one of these instances within his speech
he mentions the ‘revolution’ of his age, its ‘great maxims’, and
the ‘phenomenon of all phenomena’, namely, ‘that mankind
struggles with all its power to find its own center’, and that it
must ‘either perish or be rejuvenated’. He has, of course, high
hopes and opts for an ‘ age of rejuvenation’ in his time (KFSA 2,
314; DP, 83). The same thought occurs towards the end of the
speech where he says that what matters now is to promote ‘those
great principles of general rejuvenation and of eternal rev-
olution’ (KFSA 2, g22; DP,88). In his ‘Ideas’, written at about
the same time, he refers to the ‘fermenting gigantic power’ ofhis
age and sees ‘violent convulsions’, all stemming from the centre,
from mankind, and leading to a ‘great rebirth of religion, a
universal metamorphosis’ (KFSA4 2, 261; DP, 246). These
statements already reveal vital aspects of the new mythology.
The most important one is perhaps that the new mythology is
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not a gift of nature, not a product originating by itself, but the
result of our own efforts and simultaneously not only a creation
of the imagination, but also one of thought, of the deepest
reflection. Schlegel says:

For it [the new mythology] will come to us by an entirely opposite way
from that of previous ages, which was everywhere the first flower of
youthful imagination, directly joining and imitating what was most
immediate and vital in the sensuous world. The new mythology, in
contrast, must be forged from the deepest depths of the spirit; it must
be the most artful of all works of art, for it must encompass all others;
a new bed and vessel for the ancient, eternal fountainhead of poetry,
and even the infinite poem concealing the seeds of all other poems.
(KFSA 2, 312; DP, 81—2)

What connects the new with the old mythology is, of course,
the overall unity in its view of the world, the character of bed
and vessel for the fountainhead of poetry, its function as a
universal horizon of meaning, as it supposedly existed in the old
mythologies and religions. How such a decisive concentration
or self-reflection of the human mind can be accomplished is
indicated, for Friedrich Schlegel, by a ‘significant hint’ of his
time, by the ‘great phenomenon of our age’, by idealist
philosophy, in the course of its development from Kant to
Fichte. This idealism established in the intellectual world a
‘firm point from which the creative energy of humanity can
safely expand, developing in all directions, without losing itself
or the possibility of return’ (KFSA4 2, 313; DP, 82-3). In a
remark which is usually taken to refer to the effects of Fichte’s
philosophy, Schlegel adds: ‘All disciplines and all arts will be
seized by the great revolution’ (KFSA4 2, 314; DP, 83). Idealism,
the true ‘spirit of that revolution’, is, however, not yet the full
manifestation of the new mythology, but ‘only a part, a branch,
a mode of expression of the phenomenon of all phenomena’ of
the age. Just as the inner life of the mind consists in a ‘ perennial
alternation of expanding from and returning to itself’, idealism
has to immerse itself in the same movement and ‘ transcend itself
in one way or another, in order to return to itself and remain
what it is’. In this manner, there will arise from the matrix of
idealism ‘a new and equally infinite realism’, and through this
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decisive process, idealism will simultaneously be the example
and source of the new mythology (KFS4 2, 315; DP, 84).
How is this to be understood? Like Novalis, Friedrich
Schlegel points to a ‘new life’ manifesting itself ‘in the most
splendid manner through the infinite abundance of new ideas,
general comprehensibility, and a lively efficacy’ (KFSA 2,
314-15; DP, 83). This is obviously a reference to the re-
juvenation of intellectual and literary life in Germany at that
time, of which early Romanticism formed a part. In other
instances he mentions ‘physics’ as a sign of this trend (KFS4 2,
314, 321—2; DP, 83, 88) and obviously means the new
philosophy of nature arising out of Schelling’s ideal realism as a
complete philosophy of subject and object. Yet, above all,
Schlegel refers to a transcendence of philosophy through poetry,
to the fusion of philosophy and poetry, reflection and creation,
the ideal and the real, as it had been proclaimed in early
Romantic theory. The early Romantic project thereby becomes
one with the new mythology, and this name can be interpreted
as just another designation for poetry in this endless chain of
new reflections. As a matter of fact, Schlegel actually says:

I, too, have long borne in me the ideal of such a realism, and if it has
not yet found expression, it was merely because I am still searching for
an organ for communicating it. And yet I know that I can find it only
in poetry, for in the form of philosophy, and especially of systematic
philosophy, realism can never again appear. But even considering a
general tradition, it is to be expected that this new realism, since it
must be of idealistic origin and must hover, as it were, over an
idealistic ground, will emerge as poetry which indeed is to be based on
the harmony of the ideal and real. (KFSA4 2, 315; DP, 84)

The new mythology provides the ground for this new poetic
view of the world. In two instances, Schlegel illustrates his point
with reference to Spinoza, the philosopher of realism and nature
pantheism. As if to prevent us from equating realism totally
with philosophy, however, he entirely disregards the systematic
philosopher, the author of demonstrations in the mathematical
manner, and concentrates solely on Spinoza’s imagination, his
view of the whole of the world, of the all-in-one and the one-in-
all (KFSA 2, 316-17, 321; DP, 845, 87). Spinoza’s particular
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manner of considering things in terms of the world is obviously
introduced as a paradigm for the poetic view of the new
mythology and its ‘hieroglyphic expression of surrounding
nature’ (KFSA4 2, 318; DP, 85), its ability to let us perceive what
usually escapes consciousness (ib.), and to let everything appear
‘in relation and metamorphosis’ (KFS4 2, 318; DP, 86).
Another example of the mythological view of the world is the
‘marvellous wit of Romantic poetry’, which does not manifest
itself so much ‘in individual conceptions but in the structure of
the whole’ and is exemplified by Cervantes and Shakespeare
(KFSA 2, 318-19; DP, 86). In this context, we could also list the
suspension of the ‘laws of rationally thinking reason’ and the
combined effort to transplant us ‘into the beautiful confusion of
the imagination’ (KFS4 2, 317; DP, 86), as well as many other
characteristics of Romantic poetry which were mentioned
earlier. Friedrich Schlegel’s presentation makes it sufficiently
clear, however, that the new mythology is not a research project
to be carried out in the near future, but one of those more
fundamental tasks that, upon reflection, manifest both the
impossibility and the necessity of their realization. Schlegel
distances himself from this project by letting it be introduced
overzealously by his speaker. ‘I will come right to the point’, he
says. ‘Our poetry, I maintain, lacks a focal point, such as
mythology was for the ancients’ (KFSA 2, 312; DP, 81).
Towards the end, he says: ‘And thus let us, by light and life,
hesitate no longer, but accelerate, each according to his own
mind, that great development to which we are called’ (KFS$4 2,
322; DP, 88). One could, therefore, very well apply to the new
mythology what Schlegel had earlier said about systems: ‘It is
equally fatal for the mind to have a system and not have a
system. One will simply have to decide to combine the two’
(KFSA 2, 173; LF, 167).
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EXAMPLE: GOETHE’S WILHELM MEISTER AND THE EARLY
ROMANTIC THEORY OF THE NOVEL

The completion of the novel Wilkelm Meister’s Apprenticeship
exemplified not only the high poetic standing Goethe had
acquired since his Italian journey, but also a new step in the
history of the modern novel. Through a manner of composition
of unprecedented compactness and complexity, Goethe’s novel
diverged radically from the novels of the eighteenth century.
The manner in which narration and action are represented, the
integration of the protagonist Wilhelm into the world and
society, and the shaping of the events which lead him to this
result correspond in such a balanced manner that the novel
conveys an impression of absolutely organized coherence. This,
at least, is the way in which Goethe’s novel was received by his
contemporaries, with the effect that expectations of the whole
genre of the novel were raised to a higher level. Schiller,
Wilhelm von Humboldt, Jean Paul, and Hegel attempted to
comprehend the innovative features of Goethe’s art of the novel.
Yet, nowhere were the particular characteristics of Wilhelm
Meister more enthusiastically perceived and articulated than
among the early Romantics, especially the Schlegels, Novalis,
and Tieck.

The spontaneous affinity of the early Romantics to Goethe’s
novel has often been analysed.®® The most extravagant state-
ment certainly derives from Friedrich Schlegel, who wrote
without further ado: ‘The French Revolution, Fichte’s philo-
sophy, and Goethe’s Meister are the greatest tendencies of the
age’ (KFSA 2, 198; LF, 190). One way for the early Romantics
to illustrate the novelty of Goethe’s Wilkelm Meister was the
approach in terms of genre, from the aspect of the novel. One
can observe a tendency in German criticism at that time to
derive the classical epic and the modern novel from the same
source, namely epic narration, and to consider the epic and the
novel as different manifestations of one and the same type of
narration. Schelling, Hegel, and even Goethe shared this
opinion, which still dominates Georg Lukdcs’s theory of the
novel. For the Schlegels, however, this was much too global a
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view of the modern novel that could not do justice to its
particular historical character nor to its peculiar manner of
narration. For these critics, the neatly delineated system of
genres of the classical world was completely different from the
poetry of modern Europe, which did not permit clear-cut
generic distinctions but showed a process of constant trans-
formation and new combinations of existing genres. The novel
was for the Schlegels the most conspicuous expression of this
fluid, indeterminable spirit of modernity. To derive this genre
from the classical epic meant to overlook its peculiar nature.
Attempts at imitating the classical epic in the Romantic age,
like those of Ariosto, demonstrate clearly enough that, com-
pared to that of Homer, the art of narration had entered a new
phase in which the unity of the classical epic could no longer be
achieved. This becomes obvious when, in these modern epic
creations, a slight persiflage or irony alien to the classical style of
uninterrupted narration becomes noticeable (KFS4 1, 334). In
contrast to Schelling and Hegel, who regretted the inability of
their age to produce a true epic (FW S 5, 328; P4, 212—21; and
HEG 15, 338—9), Friedrich Schlegel said with a more distinct
awareness of modernity: ‘In vain do we hope for a Homer’
(KFSA 1, 334), and he made this statement with obvious
satisfaction. In his ‘ Letter on the Novel’ of 1800, he rejected the
prevailing opinion of his time that the novel had the closest
relationship to the narrative or epic genre and insisted that it
was a modern art form sui generts that could not be reduced to or
derived from any classical genre (KFSA 2, 335-6; DP, 101).
He substantiated his argument with the observation that
narration is only one of the elements of the novel, saying that he
could not imagine a novel that was not composed of narration,
song, and a number of other forms, and thereby maintaining
that the novel had a completely different structural principle
than the epic (KFS4 2, 336). His central argument, however,
concerns the narrative attitude of the author of the novel, which
for him is fundamentally different from that of the epic narrator.
He declares: ‘Nothing is more contrary to the epic style than
when the influences of the subjective mood become in the least
visible, not to speak of the author’s inclination to abandon
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himself to his humour and play with it, as often happens in the
most excellent novels’ (KFS4 2, 336; DP, 102). A. W. Schlegel
used similar arguments to support the contention that the
novel’s poetic unity was entirely different from that of the epic.
He stressed that Homer is completely without passion in his
work and, as Aristotle had already remarked, says as little as
possible on his own initiative (AWS SW 11, 190-1). Homer’s
epicis a ‘calm represenation of progression’, and the hexameter
is only the ‘expression and audible image’ of this quiet rhythm
(AWS SW 11, 192). The novel represents the spirit of modernity
in such characteristic fashion for Friedrich Schlegel that it is
actually the only modern genre that can be put on a par with
the achievement of classical antiquity, that is, tragedy (KFS4 2,
335; 16, 88).

This prominent position of the novel in the history of modern
literature reveals itself for the Schlegels in a remarkable way. At
the beginning of this history, Cervantes undoubtedly reached
the summit of the art of the novel and accomplished in it what
Dante and Shakespeare had achieved in different genres.
European literature, however, had since fallen into a decline of
almost two hundred years, until the first signs of a reawakening
of poetry became noticeable towards the end of the eighteenth
century (KFSA 1, 335-6; 16, 158). This development also
determined the art of the novel. During the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, the novel was represented by authors who
were not equal to Cervantes, but merited interest because of the
‘originality of imagination’ displayed in their works and
features like irony, humour, and ‘witty form’. After all, the
power of imagination cannot be equally abundant at all times
and in all countries (KFS4 2, 331). Such authors included Swift,
Sterne, Fielding, Diderot, and Jean Paul. Not gifted by nature
as great poets and ‘quite remote from real art’, in fact, more at
home among ‘so-called scholars and learned people’ than in
true poetry, these intellectuals had to make efforts and develop
idiosyncratic techniques in order to work themselves into the art
of writing novels (KFS4 2, 331—2) — just as Friedrich Schlegel
himself had to do when writing Lucinde. Then, towards the end
of the eighteenth century, Goethe appeared and marked a
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turning-point with his Wilhelm Meister, producing, after a long
pause, a new and genuine poetry as a genuine poet. In his essay
‘On the Study of Greek Poetry’, Friedrich Schlegel had indeed
hailed Goethe as the ‘dawn of true art and pure beauty’ (KFS4
1, 260). Together with Dante and Shakespeare, Goethe formed
the ‘great triple chord of modern poetry’ (KFSA 2, 206; LF,
197). Novalis said that Goethe was ‘now the true vicar of the
poetic spirit on earth’ (NO 2, 495), and A. W. Schlegel called
him the ‘restorer of poetry in Germany’ (AWS V 2, 252).
The point about the restoration of poetry deserves some
attention, because it concerns the revival of poetry in the genre
of the novel, that is, in a prosaic form, a form of poetry in prose.
The result was that a genre which had not previously been
recognized as a medium of poetry came to the fore. From the
point of view of the classicistic theory of literature which was still
valid at the time of the early Romantic critique of Wilkelm
Meister, a prose work like the novel had to be considered
unpoetic. Indeed, the novel was not included among the poetic
genres of classicism. This exclusion of the novel as a work of
poetry is hard for us to imagine today, but it is visible, for
instance, in the correspondence between Schiller and Goethe,
when Schiller writes to Goethe on 20 October 1797: ‘The form
of Meister, like every form of the novel in general, is absolutely
not poetic, it is and lies solely and totally in the realm of reason,
is subject to all of its demands, and shares all of its limits’ (FS 29,
149). Of course, Schiller had also detected a true poetic spirit in
Wilkelm Meister, but he could not go so far as to recognize the
novel as true poetry and continued his letter to Goethe by
observing: ‘Since it is a true poetic spirit utilizing this form and
expressing in it the most poetic situations, a peculiar vacillation
between a poetic and a prosaic mood arises for which I have no
name’ (ib.). In his essay On Naive and Sentimental Poetry, Schiller
called the author of the novel the ‘half-brother’ of the poet.
According to him, the novel offends the ‘high purity of the
ideal’, and in terms of his norms of classicistic-idealistic
aesthetics, there is too much ‘chaos’ in the novel (FS 20, 464).
In sharp contrast to the prevailing critical opinion of their
time, the Schlegels unrestrainedly conceded the potentiality of
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true poetry in the novel. In his review of Wilhelm Meister,
Friedrich Schlegel thematized this problem by stating that here,
everything was ‘ poetry, high pure poetry’, and by maintaining
that everything in the novel was thought and uttered as though
by one ‘who is both a divine poet and a perfect artist’ (KFS4 2,
132; GM, 64). ‘Every page offers us golden fruits upon silver
platters’, he says, or: ‘This marvellous prose is prose, and yet it
is poetry’ (ib.). Asif he wanted to put his stamp upon the poetic
character of the novel, he said in another instance: ‘Goethe’s
purely poetical poetry is the most complete poetry of poetry’
(KFSA 2, 206; LF, 197). A. W. Schlegel was of the opinion that
the narrative rhythm was capable of rendering a novel poetic
throughout, ‘although the manner of writing must remain, of
course, purely prosaic’, and added that ‘this seems to be really
accomplished in Wilhelm Meister’ (AWS SW 11, 22).

If we consider more closely the early Romantic insistence
upon the poetic character of Wilhelm Meister, it soon becomes
obvious that the arguments refer mainly to structural and
linguistic features and less to questions of genre. The Schlegels
were indifferent to the neoclassicistic exclusion of the novel from
the list of established genres of poetry because they did not at all
share this theory, which must have appeared peculiar to them.
They considered the novels of Cervantes, and especially the
prose in his novellas, as the highest poetry. A decisive reason for
this was the striking language of Cervantes’ prose, which,
through its fine formulations, acquired a poetic character which
distinguished it from the language of common life. Their interest
in Goethe’s novel thus had a specifically linguistic orientation.
They wanted to know how a language obviously drawn from
the ‘cultivated speech of social life’ (KFSA 2, 133; GM, 64)
could inform a work of art which .satisfied those rigorous
demands of perfect interconnection, structure, grouping, and
positioning that up to now had been exemplified by works of
Sophocles and Shakespeare. In his review of Wilhelm Meister,
Friedrich Schlegel expressly warned against reading Goethe’s
novel ‘as it is usually taken on the social level: as a novel in
which the persons and the incidents are the ultimate end and
aim’. Tojudge this ‘ absolutely new and unique’ book according
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to a conventional idea of genre was ‘as if a child tried to clutch
the stars and the moon in his hand and pack them into his
satchel’ (ib.). In his analysis of the language of Wilhelm Meister,
Schlegel noticed that, although the threads of this style’ are on
the whole drawn from modern cultivated life, they show a
‘noble and delicate development’ both ‘significant and pro-
found’. When the poet turns to ‘some aspect peculiar to this or
that everyday trade or skill’, or to ‘spheres that according to
public commonplace are utterly remote from poetry’, he takes
pleasure in ‘rare and strange metaphors’, so that even these
instances come close to the most delicate of poetry. Schlegel
asks: ‘What is lacking in the paens of praise that Werner and
Wilhelm raise to trade and to poetry but the metre, for everyone
to acknowledge them as poetry?’ (KFSA4 2, 132; GM, 64).
Friedrich Schlegel’s main argument, however, is developed
through structural analysis and refers to the particular mode of
connection, of ‘tying’, in Goethe’s manner of narration. He
thinks that the ‘usual expectations of unity and coherence’ are
disappointed by this novel ‘as often as they are fulfilled’ (KFSA4
2,134; GM, 65). He wants to say that a new manner of shaping
a poetic unity 1s at work here that reminds us of the one familiar
in the past, but which is, nevertheless, basically different from it.
Indeed, he continues that the ‘reader who possesses a true
instinct for system, who has a sense of totality’ will discover in
the novel ‘the more deeply he probes, the more inner con-
nections and relations and the greater intellectual coherence’
(1b.). How 1s this to be understood? At the beginning of his
review, Schlegel said that the tale proceeds like the ‘quiet
unfolding of an aspiring spirit’ (KFSA4 2, 126; GM, 59). Later he
mentions the ‘innate impulse of this work, so organized and
organizing down to its finest detail, to form a whole’ (KFS4 2,
131; GM, 63). Describing the ‘organization of the whole’
(KFSA 2, 135; GM, 65) more precisely, he stresses that the
‘overall coherence’ connecting the individual parts into a
‘rounded whole’ is achieved by raising expectations and
interests, opening new scenes and worlds, returning the ‘old
figures with youth renewed’, mutually mirroring the individual
images, and thereby creating a peculiar kind of genetic, fluid
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unity which has the movement of progression. Schlegel says that
‘every book opens with a new scene and a new world’, or more
precisely, that ‘every book contains the germ of the next, and
with vital energy absorbs into its own being what the previous
book has yielded’ (KFSA4 2, 135; GM, 66). Newness 1s never
entirely new or disruptive, and familiarity is never completely
familiar or merely old.

This idea of a genetic, fluid, progressive unity can be further
specified. Schlegel elucidates it with reference to the relationship
of the individual parts of the work to the whole and says: ‘The
differing nature of the individual sections should be able to
throw a great deal of light on the organization of the whole. But
in progressing appropriately from the parts to the whole,
observation and analysis must not get lost in overminute detail’
(KFSA 2, 135; GM, 65). In order to avoid this, the reader must
pause ‘at those major sections whose independence is also
maintained by their free treatment’. This is justified, because
the poet himself has acknowledged their ‘homogeneity and
original unity’. One can go further and maintain that the poet’s
treatment consists in two apparently antagonistic inclinations
by shaping rounded out, homogeneous, and unified parts of the
work on the one hand, and by pulling them together and
forming them into an accomplished whole on the other, always
through poetic means. Schlegel says: ‘ The development within
the individual sections ensures the overall coherence, and in
pulling them together, the poet confirms their variety. And in
this way each essential part of the single and indivisible novel
becomes a system in itself’ (ib.).

This special kind of unity can be illustrated on various levels.
From a formal point of view, this progressive unfolding
manifests itself in Goethe’s innovative technique of narration,
which operates with foreshadowings of the events, corre-
spondences, mirroring of characters and contrasting figures,
and thereby creates a type of poetic unity which is never fully
present and resides in a constant progression. In this case, the
unity rests on Goethe’s ‘manner of representation’ as described
in the sentence: ‘It is rather the manner of the representation
which endows even the most circumscribed character with the
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appearance of a unique, autonomous individual, while yet
possessing another aspect, another variation of that general
human nature which 1s constant in all its transformations, so
that each variation is a small part of the infinite worked’ (KFSA4
2, 127; GM, 60). In a more specific sense, this technique
becomes apparent in the first book in a ‘series of varied
situations and picturesque contrasts, each casting a new and
brighter light on Wilhelm’s character from a different, note-
worthy perspective’ (KFS4 2, 128-9; GM, 61). A good example
of this ‘manner of representation’ is the figure of the Stranger in
the first book — rightly called ‘the Stranger’, since he appears as
a ‘measure of the heights to which the work has yet to rise’
(KFSA 2, 128; GM, 61). The Confessions of a Beautiful Soul, by
contrast, first ‘come as a surprise in their unaffected singularity,
their apparent isolation from the whole, and the arbitrariness of
their involvement in it’. However, just as Wilhelm, ‘on closer
reflection’, is perhaps not without all relationship to the Aunt,
these confessions prove ‘some connection with the novel as a
whole’, atleastin so far as ‘ these are also years of apprenticeship
when nothing is learnt but how to exist’ and how to live
according to one’s particular principles or unalterable nature
(KFSA 2, 141; GM, 70). To emphasize the truly poetic character
of the work in its obvious distinction from all utility and
proximity to reality, Schlegel speculates that a reader who
expects a particular result from these events may feel dis-
appointed and even deceived by the end of the ‘novel’, for
‘nothing comes of all these educational arrangements but an
unassuming charm’. Such a reader discovers that ‘behind all
these amazing chance occurrences, prophetic hints, and mys-
terious appearances, there 1s nothing but the most lucid poetry’,
and he learns that the ‘final threads of the entire action are
guided merely by the whim of a mind cultivated to perfection’
(KFSA 2, 144; GM, 72).

The most notable means for this *manner of representation’
and the ‘how’ of Goethe’s poetic communication 1s, of course,
‘the irony which hovers over the entire work’ (KFSA4 2, 137;
GM, 67), which Schlegel emphasizes in many suggestive
formulations. We meet irony in the third book of the second
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volume in the contrast between the charm of theatre and acting
on the one hand, and the commonness of the real life of the
actors on the other, between the nobility and the actors (‘neither
of whom will yield the prize for absurdity to the other’), and
between ‘high expectations and bad management’, between
‘hope and success’, between ‘imagination and reality’. This
contrasting depiction is ‘foolishness shaped into transparency’,
and it conveys an impression which we might call an ethereal
merriment’, which is, however, ‘too fine and delicate for the
mere letter of commentary for it to be reflected and reproduced’
(1b.). Stylistically, this irony manifests itself in an ‘illusion of
dignity and importance, mocking at itself’, in an ‘apparent
negligence’ or ‘seeming tautologies’, in a ‘highly prosaic tone in
the midst of the poetic mood’, or in a ‘delicate breath of poetic
pedantry on the most prosaic occasions’ (KFS4 2, 137-8; GM,
67). Schlegel refers to this highly conscious and reflective ironic
communication when he warns the reader not to let himself be
‘deceived into thinking that the poet is not utterly serious about
his masterpiece, even though he himself seems to take the
characters and incidents so lightly and playfully, never men-
tioning his hero except with some irony, and seeming to smile
down from the heights of his intellect upon his work’. On the
contrary, we should think of this novel ‘in connection with the
very highest ideas, and not read it as it is usually taken, on the
social level’ (KFS4 2, 133; GM, 64).

A further peculiarity of Wilhelm Meister which produces this
effect of a progressive unity is that the novel criticizes itself and
is one of those books ‘which carries its own judgment within it,
and spares the critic his labour’ (KFS4 2, 133—4; GM, 65). This
is perhaps the most important point in Schlegel’s review. It is
closely related to the ironic character of the work and can be
defined in manifold ways. The particular progressive unity of
Wilhelm Meister, one could say, consists in the fact that it cannot
be defined or identified, because it transcends critical com-
prehension and is, with regard to its future, engaged in an
eternal development, in a never fully realized manifoldness of
becoming. Someone who wished to review Wilhelm Meister
would appear to us ‘like the young man who went walking into
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the woods with a book under his arm’ and was driven away by
Philine with the cuckoo. In similar fashion, our feelings protest
‘against an orthodox academic judgment of this divine or-
ganism’ (ib.). Yet, the desire for a comprehensive under-
standing of such a work is irrefutable. Schlegel says: ‘Why
should we not breathe in the perfume of a flower and at the same
time, entirely absorbed in the observation, contemplate in its
infinite ramifications the vein-system of a single leaf?’ The
human being is not only interested ‘in the brilliant outward
covering, the bright garment of this beautiful earth’, but also
likes to detect  the layering and the composition of the strata far
within’, and would even wish ‘to delve deeper and deeper, even
to the very centre, if possible, and would want to know the
construction of the whole’ (KFS4 2, 131; GM, 63).

Since this progressive, constantly mobile and restructuring
unity does not have such a centre, however, the desire for
comprehension remains, if not unsatisfied, then at least caught
up in the same progression as Wilhelm Meister itself. As far as
understanding the work in the sense of a critical review is
concerned, the thought arises that perhaps ‘we should judge it,
and at the same time refrain from judging it; which does not
seem to be at all an easy task’ (KFS4 2, 133; GM, 65). This
could be accomplished by means of commentaries — ‘but of the
sort which should on no account make everything clear for
everybody’ (RFSA 2, 135; GM, 66). For where there is so much
to be noticed, ‘there would be little point in drawing attention
to something that has been there already, or recurs again and
again with a few changes’. Such a commentary is excellent only
‘if the reader who completely understands Wilhelm Meister finds
it utterly familiar and if the reader who does not understand it
at all finds it stupid and empty’, if the reader ‘who only half-
understands the work’ also finds the commentary ‘half-
comprehensible’, so that ‘it would enlighten him in some
respects, but perhaps only confuse him all the more in others’
(KFESA 2, 136; GM, 66). Another possibility of doing justice to
the hermeneutic inexhaustibility of Wilhelm Meister would
consist in ‘dialogues’ on the work to ‘banish all one-sidedness’
through a plurality of voices and views as well as through this
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particular form of writing. For if only one person presented his
individual point of view, it would in the end ‘tell us no more
than that the speaker’s opinions on these matters were as stated’
(KFSA4 2, 143; GM, 71).

In this manner, Friedrich Schlegel articulates his theory of
understanding of literary works that actively resist any re-
duction to a determinable meaning and instead involve the
reader and critic in the infinitely progressive movement of the
work of art. Only in this sense can we speak of a truly ‘poetic
criticism’, of a genuine understanding and comprehending of
the unity of Wilhelm Meister. Such poetic criticism does not act
‘as a mere inscription, and merely say what the thing is and
where it stands and should stand in the world’. For that, only
one person would be required and only one insight. The poetic
critic, however, intends to ‘represent the representation anew’,
he will ‘add to the work, restore it, shape it afresh’. Such
criticism must do this ‘because every great work, of whatever
kind, knows more than it says, and aspires to more than it
knows’ (KFSA4 2, 140; GM, 69g). Goethe’s novel is one of those
writings that will never be fully understood and will therefore
have to be ‘eternally criticized and interpreted again’ (KFS4
16, 141; 2, 149).

As far as content is concerned, the progressive unity of the
novel can be seen in ‘Wilhelm’s infinite impulse toward higher
education’, in the ‘sequence of grades of these apprentice years
in the art of living’ (KFSA4 2, 136; GM, 66), indeed, in his
acquiring of the ‘art of all arts, the art of living’ (KFS4 2, 143).
This first refers to the progression Wilhelm makes in his
knowledge of art in the usual sense, by way of a ‘natural
development of his own mind’ and because ‘others have urged
him toward it’, since he meets ‘real experts’ with whom he
conducts ‘conversations about art’ (KFSA4 2, 139; GM, 68).
Viewing his development from this perspective, one could
assume that it had been the ‘poet’s intention to set up a
comprehensive theory of art, or rather to represent one in living
examples and aspects’ (KFS4 2, 131; GM, 63). Indeed, one
could easily establish a ‘system in the author’s presentation of
this physics of poetry’, not, to be sure, by way of the ‘dead
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framework of a didactic structure, but stage after stage of every
natural history and educational theory in living progression’
(KFSA 2, 132; GM, 63) — beginning with the ‘ puppet plays, the
early childhood years of poetic instinct’ (ib.) and moving from
there to nature poetry, represented by Mignon and the Harpist,
to the highest and most profound of all artistic poetry,
Shakespeare’s Hamlet (KFSA 2, 139; GM, 68). The fourth book,
however, makes it clear that it does not deal with ‘what we call
theatre or poetry, but the great spectacle of humanity itself, and
the art of all arts, the art of living” (KFSA4 2, 143; GM, 71).

This refers to that concluding movement of the novel toward
finiteness, concrete reality, and limited form, which has always
been seen as its humane and humanistic message. Whereas
Friedrich Schlegel had analysed the structural and narrative
qualities of Wilhelm Meister with attention to the finest nuances,
he appears most reticent and taciturn as far as this theme is
concerned. He does not ignore the importance of it, but writes
in his concluding sentences with astonishing brevity:

It is as if everything that had gone on before were only a witty,
interesting game, and now the novel were to become serious. The
fourth volume is already the work itself; the previous parts are only
preparation. This is where the curtain of the holy of holies is drawn
back, and we suddenly find ourselves upon a height where everything
is god-like and serene and pure, and in which Mignon’s exequies
appear as important and significant as the necessary coming of her
end. (KFSA 2, 146; GM, 73)

Critics are usually unanimous in praising Friedrich Schiegel’s
understanding of the finest shades of nuance in the structure of
the novel, but are simultaneously disappointed at his apparently
complete failure to comprehend the final goal and con-
cretization of Wilhelm’s apprenticeship.?! Instead of giving us
more information about what he saw behind the ‘curtain of the
holy of holies’, he breaks off his review at precisely this point
with a simple ‘to be continued’ (KFSA 2, 146) and leaves us
uncertain as to what he had recognized as the goal, the message
of the novel. It appears justified, however, to interpret his
silence as deliberate, as a refusal to comment on Goethe’s
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classical restraint and guidance on the finitude of life because it
flagrantly contradicted his own Romantic objective of a
movement into infinity. The phrase ‘to be continued’ should
therefore be taken as belonging structurally to his review, as its
natural end, and not as a promise of a future continuation.
This already points ahead to the critique of Goethe’s Wilhelm
Meister by the early Romantics, which is often accompanied by
a recognition of the novel’s high poetic qualities. This critique
first manifests itselfin a slight withdrawal from Goethe, as far as
the articulation of the theory of the novel is concerned, and a
stronger inclination toward Cervantes. The main quality of the
Romantic novel is now seen as ‘fantasizing the music of life’
(KFSA 2, 283), rendering the ‘chime of life’, representing the
‘infinite play of the world’ (KFSA4 2, 324). A poetic work like the
novel is supposed to ‘suspend the movement and laws of
rationally thinking reason and to transplant us once again into
the beautiful confusion of the imagination, into the original
chaos of human nature’ (KFSA4 2, g319; DP, 86). Unity and
inner cohesion are not thereby cancelled, but become apparent
in a more complex manner than in Wilhelm Meister. Such a work
has ‘organization’ and ‘structure of the whole’, but these
phenomena manifest themselves as an ‘artfully organized
confusion’, as a ‘charming symmetry of contradictions’, or as a
‘wonderful perennial alternation of enthusiasm and irony’
(KFSA 2,519; DP, 86). What constitutes the novel as a coherent
unity is by no means the ‘dramatic thread of the story’, but the
‘relationship of the whole composition to a higher unity’ (KFSA4
2, 336; DP, 101). This 1s the infinite play of the world, referred
to in the ‘Speech on Mythology’, of which poetry should create
‘representations’ (KFSA 2, g24; DP, 8g), or the ‘hieroglyph of
the one eternal love and the sacred fullness of life’ referred to in
the ‘Letter on the Novel’ (KFSA4 2, 334; DP, 100). Only the
imagination can grasp this fullness of life and it ‘strives with all
its might to express it’. However, in the ‘sphere of nature’, in
the realm of human language and experience, the imagination
can ‘communicate and express itself only indirectly’ and
therefore transforms itself into ‘witty’ or ironic configurations

(ib.).
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A. W. Schlegel was more direct in explaining how a poetic
unity based on reflection, wit, and irony should be understood.
Referring to Don Quixote, he declares:

If, however, a material cohesion is required, connecting occurrences
among one another like cause and effect, means and end, so that
everything is organized to accomplish something, a marriage, for
instance, or other consoling things for which the great crowd of
amateurs turns over the last pages of a novel —then the entire
composition of Don Quixote is defective. (AWS SW 11, 410)

A. W. Schlegel is of the opinion that the novel may very well
consist of facts and events, but it does not unite them in logical
sequence and presents them according to the laws of the
imagination, an approach which 1is also defined as ‘witty’
composition. He maintains that, for a genuine novel, the
principle of progressive action is irrelevant. What matters is
‘that the series of phenomena in their illusory change be
harmonious, controlled by the imagination, and never interrupt
the enchantment until the end’ (AWS SW 11, 411). His brother
thought that the ‘great wit of Romantic poetry’ could be
perceived not so much in individual sections, or in ‘persons,
events, situations, and individual aspirations’, but rather in the
structure of the whole (KFS4 2, 334; DP, 100).

Early Romantic theory was at that time on its way to the
notion of absolute poetry, and it established an ideal which
could no longer be satisfied by any author of the eighteenth
century, not even by Goethe. As Friedrich Schlegel repeatedly
mentions in his notebooks, Goethe’s Wilhelm Meisteris ‘modern’,
that is, determined by reflection, and also ‘poetic’, that is,
produced by creative imagination, but not ‘Romantic’, that is,
not characterized by the relationship to the infinite which
distinguished the poetry of the Romantic tradition and was to
be rejuvenated in the poetry of the early Romantics (KFSA4 16,
108, 113, 133; 3, 138). He also says in these notes that the
Romantic novel, like the ellipse, requires ‘two centres’, one of
which lies in the infinite. Novalis went much further in his
critique, and maintained that Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister was
unpoetic to the highest degree, a ‘satire against poetry’, so
much so that whoever took this work truly to heart would never
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read another novel again (NO 3, 646—7). One only has to
compare novels like Tieck’s Franz Sternbald’s Wanderings, Nova-
lis” Heinrich von Ofterdingen, or Brentano’s Godw:i with Goethe’s
Wilhelm Meister to illustrate the differences in content and
structure, although these novels were usually misunderstood as
imitations of Wilhelm Meister. At that time, F. Schlegel wrote
into his notebooks: ‘We have philosophical novels (Jacobi),
poetic novels (Goethe), now only a Romantic novel is lacking’
(KFSA 16, 133). A little later he added : * Don Quixote is still the
only Romantic novel throughout’ (KFS4 16, 176). But shortly
afterwards, he discovered Tieck’s Franz Sternbald and said: “the
first novel since Cervantes that is Romantic and in that respect,
far above Meister’ (KFSA 24, 260). In another instance we read :
‘Sternbald [is] a Romantic novel and for that reason absolute
poetry’ (KFSA 16, 206).

The prototype of the early Romantic novel, however, was to
be Heinrich von Ofterdingen, which originated in conscious and
direct competition with Goethe’s Wilkelm Meister.*®> That this
novel remained unfinished did not really diminish its ap-
preciation by the early Romantics, and has perhaps even
contributed to increasing its reputation, since such incomplete-
ness could be interpreted as expressing the high demand of
poetry transcending every human capability. Friedrich Schlegel
and Tieck edited the first part of the novel in 1802 after Novalis
had died. When Schlegel presented a brief survey of the most
recent German literature in his newly founded periodical Europa
of 1803, he divided his subject into exoteric and esoteric
literature. The exoteric was for him the kind ‘that represented
the ideal of the beautiful within the affairs of human life’,
thereby applying a human measurement, whereas the esoteric is
that kind of poetry ‘that transcends the human realm and
attempts to encompass at the same time the human being and
nature’ (KFSA 3, 11). He does not give any example of the
exoteric type of poetry, but we know from his notebooks and
later statements that he thought of Wilhelm Meister in this
instance (KFSA 3, 109-44). Esoteric poetry, however, in its
‘transition from the novel to mythology’, is represented for him
by Novalis’ uncompleted Heinrich von Ofterdingen. He says: ‘If
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Novalis had completed the cycle of novels he had projected to
represent world and life from the most important different
perspectives of the human mind, this would have produced a
work that no other could possibly equal in forming and
stimulating the imagination’ (KFS4 g, 12). At that point, the
early Romantic theory of the novel had become fully articu-
lated, but it still remained to some extent related to Goethe,
since it aimed to transcend or surpass what he had accom-
plished.



CHAPTER 4

Novalis and the mystical dimension
of early Romantic theory

Novalis certainly cannot be considered a mystic in the usual
sense of the word, that is, as someone who, beyond the exercise
of reason, is preoccupied with direct experience of the extra-
terrestrial, supranatural, or divine in a highly personal manner.
Yet this is precisely the meaning of the term ‘mysticism’ as it
was half-ironically used by Novalis and Friedrich Schlegel when
they indulged their own inclinations towards ‘mysticism’ and
ridiculed the common-sense or rational outlook on life as
lacking any trait of their ‘mysticism’. In a certain respect, this
mysticism can be seen as the transcending, transparent quality
of the Romantic style in its attraction to the infinite. But for the
two friends, genuine mysticism leaves behind the predominantly
literary character of the Romantic style and in its broader
scope, it can better be described in philosophical terms or even
as ‘religion’. In this sense, Novalis told Friedrich Schlegel in
the summer of 1798 that he had discovered the ‘religion of
the visible universe’, and he assured his friend: ‘You will
not believe how far that reaches. I think here I will leave
Schelling far behind’ (KFSA 24, 152). Schlegel was deeply
impressed by this project of an ‘unhabitual view of habitual
life’, and he readily admitted to Novalis that the latter had
the greater capacity for attaining this attitude (KFSA4 24,
155). Earlier, in March of the same year, he had established a
certain order of rank in religious or mystical ability among the
early Romantics by according his brother the smallest and
Novalis the largest share of it, whereas he himself took a middle
position. He wrote: ‘ If Hardenberg [Novalis] has more religion,
then I have more philosophy of religion. And as much religion
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as you have, I will always be able to bring together’ (KFSA4 24,
104).

A more precise way of delineating these differences would be
to say that Novalis was a true poet among the early Romantics
and that his poetry, in contrast to that of Tieck, is of a
profoundly philosophical, metaphysical, indeed, mystical and
religious character. He lacked almost completely the historical,
critical, and philological orientation of the Schlegels, although
he admired highly what they accomplished in these areas (VO
4, 186—7). When, in his own speculation, he had to distinguish
between ancient and modern, classical and Romantic litera-
ture, he simply followed the Schlegelian schemes, but he
immediately added a personal touch when he spoke about
these phenomena in more concrete terms. On the inter-
relationship of the poetic with the Romantic and the
philosophical with the prosaic, he wrote, for instance: ‘Philo-
sophy is prose. Its consonants. Dustant philosophy sounds like
poetry —a  poem. Actio in distans. Distant mountains, distant
people, distant events, etc., all this becomes Romantic, quod
tdem est — hence derives our arch-poetic nature. Poetry of night
and of twilight’ (NO 3, 302). This statement certainly was the
source of the well-known fragment by Novalis: ‘The art of
alienating in an agreeable manner, to make an object alien and yet
familiar and attractive — that is the romantic poetics’ (NO 2,
685). As will be noticed, Novalis uses the term ‘romantic’ much
more freely than the Schlegels and in a manner relating to
himself or to poetry in general, that is, independent from and
uninhibited by the great models of the Romantic tradition. In
another instance, he relates poetry directly to mysticism,
stating:

The sense for poetry has much in common with that for mysticism. It
is the sense for the peculiar, personal, unknown, mysterious, for what
is to be revealed, the necessary-accidental. It represents the unrepre-
sentable. It sees the invisible, feels the unfeelable, etc. Criticism of
poetry is an absurdity. Although difficult to decide, the only possible
distinction is whether something is poetry or not. The poet is truly
deprived in his senses — instead, everything happens within him. He
represents in the most genuine manner subject-object — mind and world.
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Hence the infinity is a good poem, the eternity. The sense for poetry
has a close relationship with the sense for augury and the religious
sense, with the sense for prophecy in general. The poet organizes,
unites, chooses, invents —why precisely so and not otherwise, is
incomprehensible even to himself. (VO 3, 686)

Novalis also believed that poets occurred at certain crucial
times in the history of humanity, and he was certainly convinced
that he was born into such a period of transition and
rejuvenation. Whereas the Schlegels expressed their analogous
feelings of an epochal break by means of highly reflective and
intellectual metaphors like ‘ transcendental poetry’, ‘new myth-
ology’, or the ‘age of rejuvenation’, Novalis expressed his
experience in more direct poetic language and often added a
surrealistic touch to it. As already mentioned, in his essay
Christendom or Europe, he senses ‘with full certainty the traces of
a new world’ in the Germany of his time (NO g, 519). These
traces were seen in the movement towards a ‘higher epoch of
culture’, in a ‘ tremendous fermentation in the sciences and the
arts’, and in a ‘versatility without comparison’. All this
represented for him ‘a new history, a new humanity’, and he
described this new state of affairs in his characteristic manner:

The newborn will be an image of its father, a new golden age with
dark, infinite eyes, a prophetic, miraculous and healing time, a
consoling and life-engendering time — a great time of reconciliation, a
saviour, native among humankind like a true genius, not visible but
believed and adored by his believers in manifold forms, consumed as
bread and wine, embraced as the beloved, breathed as air, heard as
word and song, and absorbed as death with heavenly pleasure and
with the most intense pain of love into the inner part of the dissolving
body. (NO 3, 519—20)

In his relationship to philosophy, Novalis adopted a similar
personal approach and lacked the broad training in the history
of philosophy which the Schlegels displayed in their aesthetic
writings. Instead, he studied only a few philosophers — Kant,
Fichte, Schelling, and Hemsterhuis among them — not so much
with a view to acquiring a general type of knowledge as to what
they could teach him about the development of his own
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philosophical outlook. He attempted to learn from them, for
instance, how to distinguish between the philosophical and the
poetic outlook on life, the sense for philosophy and the sense for
poetry. The study of Fichte is prominent among these exercises,
because Novalis, shortly after he had completed his studies and
took up his appointment as a salt-mine engineer in the summer
of 1795, chose Fichte as the philosopher with whose help he
hoped to acquire this sense for philosophy and train his own
powers of philosophical thought. Since he had no technical
philosophical terminology at his disposal, whereas Fichte had
created his own terminology completely independently of
tradition, this encounter has an unusual degree of immediacy
and originality as far as the direct philosophical experience is
concerned. Yet, because of the almost complete lack of an
orientation to points of reference in traditional philosophy,
these notes are also surprisingly difficult to understand. Known
as Novalis’ ‘Fichte Studies’,! they do not yet have the character
of fragments, but rather of a continuous dialogue with another
text, although some of them could clearly be seen as early
Romantic fragments (in the most rigorous sense of the term).
The main event to which this text bears witness is Novalis’
progressive dissociation from Fichte, and his emergence as a
theorist in his own right. Since Friedrich Schlegel, who
conducted his own argument with Fichte, appeared on the
scene at a crucial point during these studies, Novalis’ quarrel
with Fichte’s philosophy can best be approached in a com-
parative fashion, taking account of Friedrich Schlegel’s position
in the controversy so as to demonstrate more clearly its
importance to early Romantic theory.

FRIEDRICH SCHLEGEL’S AND NOVALIS’
CRITIQUE OF FICHTE

Perhaps Novalis chose Fichte as the instrument of his own
philosophical training mainly because the philosopher had
moved to Jena University in the summer semester of 1794 and
Novalis had made his personal acquaintance in the house of the
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philosopher Niethammer in May of the following year.? The
question of whether one could understand the new philosophy
became a test for many intellectuals in the Jena area around
that time. Novalis carried out his professional duties in the little
town of Tennstedt, where he lived in personal isolation, at least
as far as his intellectual interests were concerned. In January
1800, he mentioned in a curriculum vitae that he had devoted
his free time in 1795-6 in Tennstedt ‘to old favourite ideas and
an arduous investigation of Fichte’s philosophy’ (NO 4, 311).
At that time, however, a more comprehensive acquaintance
with Fichte was hardly possible, since Novalis wrote to his
brother between 11 and 12 November 1795 that he had about
three hours per day for his leisure and that these were occupied
with ‘introductory studies to my entire future life, the filling of
essential gaps in my knowledge, and the necessary exercise of
my powers of thought’ (NO 4, 159). Only the last type of
activity can be considered relevant to his Fichte studies in the
proper sense. Yet, during the autumn of 1795, Novalis certainly
began his study of Fichte and probably concentrated on the
various introductory writings to the ‘doctrine of science’ that
had appeared up to then, with special attention, perhaps, to the
more comprehensive Foundation of the Entire Doctrine of Science —
although such preference is hard to ascertain from his notes.
In February 1796, Novalis returned to his home in Wei3enfels
as an assessor in the salt-mines and probably continued his
study of Fichte. A more intense preoccupation with the
philosopher can be detected around the time when Friedrich
Schlegel visited his friend on his way from Dresden to Jena
towards the end of June and the beginning of August. In his
letter of invitation to Schlegel, Novalis had written on 8 July
1796: ‘My favourite study has the same name as my fiancée.
Sophie is her name — philosophy is the soul of my life and the
key to my innermost self. Since that acquaintance, I also have
become completely amalgamated with that study’ (NO 4, 188).
Indeed, that ‘study’ can safely be interpreted as a reference to
Fichte and becomes clear later in the letter: ‘To Fichte I owe
stimulation. — It is he who awakened and indirectly stifled me’
(ib.). Since Schlegel had settled in Jena in August 1796, the
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friends continued their exchange about Fichte’s philosophy in
letters that were occasionally accompanied by ‘written pack-
ages’ (KFSA 23, 340), thatis, Schlegel’s philosophical notebooks
containing his critique of Fichte (KFS4 18, g31—9). Novalis
would have liked to answer them with a ‘thick bundle of
replications and additions’ and wrote: ‘Herewith I am return-
ing with many thanks your philosophica. They have become
most valuable to me. My head is full of them, where they have
made crude breeding grounds’ (KFS4 23, 340). In December,
Schlegel visited his friend again and later remembered with
pleasure the ‘polemical totality’ that had marked the last
evening of their ‘cheerful togetherness’ (KFSA4 23, 341). From
18 to 21 January 1797, he was once again in Weilenfels (ib.).
During these visits the friends continued their discussion of
Fichte’s philosophy in hour-long talks. Schlegel remembered
this activity when he wrote to Novalis on 5 May 1797: ‘How
nice it would be if we could sit together all by ourselves and
philosophize for a few days, or as we liked to call it, Fichtecize’
(KFSA 23, 363). If we wanted to describe the general thrust of
this Fichtecizing, we would have to say that it consisted in a
rising above the confines of Fichte’s philosophy in an attempt to
safeguard the reflective and self-critical mobility of the mind
from any disciplinary (philosophy) and systematic (doctrine of
science) fixation.?

At this time, the state of health of Novalis’ fiancée, Sophia
von Kiihn, deteriorated, and she died on 19 March 1797 (NO 4,
204). After her death, Novalis wrote to Schlegel on 13 April
1797 that his main interest in the world was his theoretical
concerns, but the plan to spend the summer in Jena and study
Fichte’s philosophy together with his friend did not now
materialize. In the spring of 1797, Novalis discovered Schelling
(NO 4, 226), and this opened a new field of study for him. By
that time, Friedrich Schlegel had left the ‘teacher of the
doctrine of science’ far behind and came to appreciate Fichte
more and more as a human being, although he put the sceptical
question to Novalis: ‘For you, however, his philosophy is perhaps
not liberal enough?’ (KFSA4 23, 363). Novalis answered on 14
June 1797: ‘Fichte cannot move out of his doctrine of science, at
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least not without a transformation of himself, which appears to
me to be impossible’ (NO 4, 230). He also wrote:

As far as Fichte is concerned, you are undoubtedly right -1 am
moving more and more towards your point of view regarding his
doctrine of science... Fichte is the most dangerous of all the thinkers I
know. He encircles you with his magic. Nobody will be more
misunderstood and hated than he. Yet soon the misunderstandings
will die out. You are chosen to protect the aspiring original thinkers
against Fichte’s magic. I know from experience that such an
understanding is difficult to reach. Many a hint, many a cue to orient
myself in this awful labyrinth of abstraction, I owe exclusively to you
and the idea I have of your free, critical mind. (NO 4, 230)

This also meant for Novalis the end of his interest in Fichte,
as well as a broadening of his intellectual horizons. If one were
to look for a precise moment for the end of these studies, it
probably coincided with the death of Sophia von Kiihn, which
basically transformed Novalis’ entire activity and personality.
The well-known diary entry of 29 May 1797, ‘At the border
crossing [of Tennstedt] and Griiningen I had the pleasure of
finding the true concept of the Fichtean Ego’ (NO 4, 42),
perhaps marks the definitive end of his interest in Fichte.
Griiningen was where Sophia was buried. This entry can be
linked with a corresponding note on 17 May 1797: ‘My main
task should be — to bring everything into a relationship to her
[Sophia’s] idea’ (NO 4, 7). In August 1797, after Friedrich
Schlegel had departed for Berlin, Novalis visited Fichte in Jena,
but he no longer had the same medium of understanding with
him. He wrote to Schlegel on 5 September 1797 about the
meeting: ‘At Fichte’s, I got into my favourite topic. — He was
not of my opinion, but, considering he regarded my opinion
extravagant, what careful attention he paid it.* — This will
remain unforgettable to me’ (NO 4, 236).

Novalis took his leave from Fichte. For Schlegel, however, the
need to separate the systematic philosopher from the artistic
thinker governed his general attitude towards Fichte, and
simultaneously provided an enormous inspiration for his own
theory of reflective, ‘transcendental’ poetry. A few examples
from his encounters with Fichte can illustrate the point. Shortly
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after his arrival in Jena at the beginning of August 1796,
Schlegel visited the philosopher, whose writings had raised such
enormous expectations on his part; but the first meeting, as is
often the case in such situations, turned out to be disappointing.
‘I do not know how it happened’, he wrote to Novalis on g
August 1796. ‘I was embarrassed, and we only talked about
trivial things’ (KFSA 23, 328). But Schlegel continued to
explore the philosopher in his writings, his lectures, and through
personal contacts, and indeed soon became ‘Fichte’s friend’, as
he indicated to Novalis on several occasions (KFSA 23, 367,
369). ‘Ilike the person Fichte more and more’, he wrote, but he
added that Novalis might not find his philosophy ‘liberal
enough’ (KFS$4 23, 363). He also mentioned his own ‘ polemical
view of his [Fichte’s} system’ (KFS4 23, 370) and exclaimed on
26 May 1797: ‘if only I could be entirely frank towards him!
But I will at least never be dishonest towards him, never that’
(KFSA4 23, 369). Schlegel had begun to formulate his objections
to Fichte in the fragments in his notebooks, which he, of course,
could not show to the philosopher (KFS$4 23, 367) and which he
instead sent as ‘written packages’ to Novalis (KFS4 23, 340,
368, 373, 374)-

In his letters to Christian Gottfried Koérner in Dresden, who
had followed his early writings on Greek literature, Friedrich
Schlegel is rather more outspoken about his actual objections to
Fichte. On 21 September 1791, he reports that he is visiting
Fichte quite frequently and finds him ‘occasionally better’ in
personal dialogue than in his writings or at the lecture podium.
‘At the latter I found him admirably trivial’, he said, and
added: ‘It 1s strange that he has absolutely and totally no
suspicion at all that he is not’ (KFS4 23, 333). Schlegel found
him ‘weak and strange in every science that has an object’.
During their first conversation, Fichte earnestly told the young
historian of Greek literature that he ‘would rather count peas
than study history’ (ib.). Yet, Schlegel insisted that he defended,
loved, and praised all of this not out of an ‘iron obstinacy,
maintaining preconceived prejudices’, but out of the conviction
that nothing great ever happens ‘without such glaring one-
sidedness, without a certain limitation’ (ib.). On 30 January
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1797, he told Koérner that he was finished with ‘Fichte’s
system’. He talked with him only about the external aspects and
liked the person all the more since he had ‘separated himself
truly and decidedly from the teacher of the doctrine of science’
(KFSA 2, 343). To this experience one should add a letter by
Fichte to Friedrich Schlegel of 16 August 1800. Fichte wrote in
response to Schlegel’s Dialogue on Poetry and took issue with the
idea expressed at the beginning of the Dialogue that there are
manifold individual views of poetry and that we should try to
‘grasp every other independent form of poetry’ so that it may
become a stimulus for our own imagination (KFS4 2, 284; DP,
53). Fichte was not only upset by the asystematic character of
this view, but also by its implied historicism. The friendship
between Schlegel and Fichte had deepened during these years,
but their completely diverging theoretical views could not be
better expressed than by Fichte’s letter:

Having received the last two pieces of the Athenaeum, I now believe 1
understand completely your system of poetry that we discussed last
winter in Jena. It is worthy of your mind, your love of hard work, and
your historical research, although I myself consider it only provisional,
only suitable for this time. Something in the material of poetry is, to be
sure, individual; the main thing in it, however, its form, is thoroughly
general; and in this regard, I would say contrary to you: Just as there
is only one reason, there is only one true poetry.® Are we supposed to
absorb the works of the great artists of previous times through study?
— It may be that in our desiccated age we can do no better. But where
then did the source for the first artist who had no predecessors
originate? Could it be possible that this original source has now dried
up for all time? Oh, if only we had a pure aesthetics! (FI 4, 282—3)

In the notebooks sent to him by Friedrich Schlegel, Novalis
read of how one could ‘almost always boldly contradict’ what
Fichte assumed as self-evident (KFSA 18, 31). Regarding his
endless attempts at introducing his audience to the point of view
of the doctrine of science, Schlegel wrote: ‘I have not yet found
anybody who believed in Fichte, yet many who admire him,
some who know him, and the one or the other who understands
him. Fichte is somehow like the drunk man who does not tire of
mounting his horse from one side and, transcendingly, keeps
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falling off on the other’ (KFS4 18, 32). As to Fichte’simportance
for aesthetics, Schlegel was of the opinion: ‘However limited
someone might be in his sphere, at certain times he nevertheless
enjoys an outlook on aesthetics and such things’ (ib.). In
general, however, Schlegel believed that Fichte’s doctrine of
science was ‘ too narrow’: ‘Only Fichte’s principles are deduced
in it, that 1s, the logical ones, and not even these completely.
And what about the practical, the moral or ethical ones? —
Society, learning, wit, art, and so on are also entitled to be deduced
here’ (ib.). Fichte’s theory of femininity appeared ridiculous to
Schlegel, for whom true women were not ‘passive’, but
‘antithetical, physically as well as morally’ (KFSA4 18, 34). On
the whole, Fichte’s doctrine of science appeared to him ‘as
rhetorical as Fichte himself”: ‘ With regard to individuality, it is
a Fichtean presentation of the Fichtean spirit in Fichtean letters’ (KFSA
18, 33). In a more humorous vein, Schlegel considered the
doctrine of science not to be the ‘ formative process of pure egohood,
but fancies and narrations of an oscillating, travelling, strolling
mystic’ (KFS4 18, 35). Schlegel, in other words, raised the
question of Fichte’s own historicity, or the historicity of what
was going on in his system, and felt that what was proclaimed
here as absolute Ego or absolute thought was nothing more than
Johann Gottlieb Fichte in Jena, including all his personal
idiosyncracies and prejudices.

In a more philosophical or theoretical formulation of his
critique, Schlegel objected to Fichte’s assumption of only one
basic principle, one single axiom (Grundsatz), and insisted that,
to be set in motion, the transcendental process has to proceed
from two interactive principles, two reciprocal poles, or one
axiom antithetical in itself (Wechselgrundsatz, KFSA 18, 36). Inits
philosophical orientation, his critique of Fichte already pre-
supposes that absolute idealism of a full-blown interaction of
subject and object, ideality and reality, ego and nature, which
Schelling and Hegel made their own after the turn of the
century.® Schlegel, however, never limited his view to philo-
sophical statements alone, but sought their most productive
expression In poetry and literature. Yet, in a strictly philo-
sophical sense, it was evident for him that idealism and realism,
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subject and object, Fichte and Spinoza, were not only comp-
lementary components, but also two poles that must ‘inter-
actively make themselves possible, necessary, and real’. And he
added: ‘ This may indeed be beyond Fichte; Schelling surmises
as much’ (KFSA4 18, 66). If we take later texts by Friedrich
Schlegel into consideration, this aspect of his critique of Fichte
can be characterized as an objection to making only the Ego the
centre of ‘spirit, life, activity, movement, and change’ and
reducing the non-Ego or nature to a state of ‘constant calm,
standstill, immobility, lack of all change, movement, and life,
thatis, death’ (KFS4 12, 152, 190). Nature is thereby degraded
to a ‘dead sensual world or a mere sediment of reflection’, to a
‘mere restraint and limitation of the infinitely developing
spirit’, even to the ‘true non-being’ (KFSA 8, 68). ‘Fichtean
idealism proves its incompetence by not understanding and
comprehending materialism’, Schlegel said in a note of 1811
(KFSA 17, 269). Friedrich August Hulsen, an associate of the
early Romantic circle, expressed this feeling most vividly when
he studied the doctrine of science in the Schwarza Valley of the
Thuringian forest, formerly one of Germany’s most beautiful
landscapes, and, on looking up from the book, said: ‘Nature
approached me as if a distant friend had greeted me after a long
absence.”?

To view Novalis’ ‘Fichte Studies’ in a broader perspective
and to give them their weight in comparison to Friedrich
Schlegel’s Fichte critique, one has to consider that Schlegel
arrived 1n Jena with a fully developed concept of Fichte’s
philosophy. He had already organized his conception of Greek
literature according to idealistic principles (nature: the epic,
Sreedom: lyric poetry, and the synthesis of the two: drama), whereas
Novalis was still expending much energy on working his way
into this ‘awful labyrinth of abstraction’ (NO 4, 240). Schlegel’s
position 1n relation to Fichte had always been one of distance,
expressing a feeling of his own superiority, whereas Novalis
attempted to transpose himself into the interior of this philo-
sophy and from there, seek to transcend 1t. Novalis’ ‘Fichte
Studies’ also stand at the beginning of his career as a writer and
have all the features of both the importance and transitoriness of
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an early work. Today they are recognized as one of the most
peculiar products of early Romanticism in the field of philo-
sophy. Indeed, Novalis’ ‘Fichte Studies’ conduct an intellectual
struggle with a type of systematic thought that represents
philosophy in exemplary fashion, and they come to realize, from
the point of view of poetry as well as that of personal self-
recognition, that philosophy is immeasurably incomplete and
thereby in need of support from all sorts of other quarters.

The central subject of interest in Novalis’ study of Fichte is
obviously that of philosophy, which for him was certainly not
the only activity of the mind, nor even the most prominent of all
intellectual experiences as it w