Romanticism and the Re-Invention of Modern Religion

Early German Romanticism sought to respond to a comprehensive
sense of spiritual crisis that characterised the late eighteenth century.
The study demonstrates how the Romantics sought to bring together
the new post-Kantian idealist philosophy with the inheritance of the
realist Platonic-Christian tradition. With idealism they continued to
champion the individual, while from Platonism they took the notion
that all reality, including the self, participated in absolute being. This
insight was expressed not in the language of theology or philosophy but
through aesthetics, which recognised the potentiality of all creation,
including artistic creation, to disclose the divine. In explicating the
religious vision of Romanticism, this study offers a new historical
appreciation of the movement, and furthermore demonstrates its
importance for our understanding of religion today.
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Introduction

The fundamental concern of Romanticism, which brought about its
inception, determined its development and set its end, was the need to
create a new language for religion. More than a response to Kant and
post-critical philosophy, this study illustrates that what was at stake for
the members of the movement was the eclipse of a transcendent realist
ontology, a way of conceptualising reality that had been central to the
West since Plato. This examination explores how Early German
Romanticism, Frühromantik, responded to the problems of its age by
proposing a form of transcendence for an age of immanence.
The Romantic concept of religion responded to changes that occurred
during the transition from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century. This
period was marked by a conﬂuence of signiﬁcant and determinative
transformations characterised by the gradual transposition of the system
and structure of knowledge by which we conceptualise the world, from an
understanding of reality secured in the transcendent, where the meaning
and truth of things ultimately resided with the supernatural, to an immanent understanding, set over and against the transcendent, where meaning
was grounded in the natural order.1 The transcendent worldview constituted a theurgic cosmos, wherein all ﬁnite reality was shaped by the
transcendent forces in which it participated. This participation assured
that creation was more than matter; it was sacramental, connected to
divinity and hence mysterious and revelatory. The forces which shaped
created reality, variously understood as God, angels or demons, could be
1

Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 2007), 542.
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interacted with and inﬂuenced, though not wholly controlled, through
sacraments, magic or prayer. Over a long period, this transcendent worldview changed through a process of conceptual evolution and reform,
which tamed the concepts of uncontrolled and supernatural forces.
Coalescing in the Reformation, and affected through a growing middle
class, this process increasingly conceptualised religion as personal, the self
as autonomous, nature as law governed and society as civil.2 Within this
increasingly immanent framework, the conception of reality shifted from
a theocentric outlook, wherein the self participated in a hierarchical,
vertically orientated cosmos where meaning ultimately resided in the
supernatural, to an anthropocentric outlook, wherein meaning resided
with the self, existing within a horizontally orientated cosmos, and possessed of a telos of autarky.3
By the ﬁnal decade of the eighteenth century, the shift toward
immanent naturalism had generated a series of problems: Enlightenment rationalism and empirical materialism presaged determinism;
historicism and biblical higher criticism portended relativism; the critique of metaphysics undermined rational religion, seemingly leaving
faith to either irrational enthusiasm or dogmatism; ﬁnally, revolutionary anti-clericalism and individualism threatened anomie by undermining the bulwarks of community.4 Each of these developments reﬂected
and further affected a long-term shift in the way reality was conceptualised. Romantic religion was not and could not be a return to a halcyon
theology of old. The explanatory success of the immanent understanding of reality – wherein categories of understanding were initially able
to stand on their own without transcendent referents, and without
having to conform to ecclesial strictures – prevented this. Yet it was

2

3
4
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also the increasing inability of immanent categories to transcend themselves, to extend beyond their own ﬁnite limitations, that had brought
about the crisis conditions that captivated the attention of Germany at
the turn of the nineteenth century, and to which Frühromantik would
respond.
Every study of Romanticism faces the palimpsest that is the movement’s deﬁnition, inherited both from the originators of the movement
and by later scholars and critics. Not unlike other movements, but
perhaps to an intensiﬁed degree, Romanticism is a designation whose
generality is ultimately elusive. We ﬁnd this in its dating, which ranges
widely, whether we consider poetry, music, or ﬁne art, or its radically
differing national manifestations, from the cultural nationalism of
Scottish Romanticism (c. 1760–1820) to the macabre pessimism of
Portuguese and Brazilian Ultrarromantismo (c. 1830–1865). Despite
the liberality with which the designation is used, one manifestation of
Romanticism has particular claim to this title – namely, its inventors:
the early German Romantics, the Frühromantiker. German Romanticism has traditionally been divided into three periods: Früh-, Hochand Spätromantik. Though not unproblematic, this division remains
useful, each period having differing fundamental concerns and often
distinct actors and geographical centres. In this study, where the term
‘Romanticism’ is used, it is meant to refer to Frühromantik unless
otherwise noted.
Frühromantik scarcely lasted more than half a decade, from around
1795 to 1801. However, it was from its German inception in Mitteleuropa that Romantic movements at all points of the compass developed. At
the movement’s centre was the community that formed around the brothers Friedrich and August Wilhelm Schlegel. It included Friedrich
Schleiermacher, Friedrich von Hardenberg (known by his nom de plume
Novalis) and more distantly Ludwig Tieck, Wilhelm Wackenroder, Friedrich Schelling and Friedrich Hölderlin. More recently this list has grown
to include the wives of Friedrich Schlegel and Schelling, Dorothea and
Caroline, respectively. Other major ﬁgures, such as Georg Wilhelm
Friedrich Hegel, Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Friedrich Schiller and Johann
Wolfgang Goethe, while overlapping with Frühromantik, are not considered to be members of the movement; alternately, Hölderlin can and
should be considered a Romantic based on the questions he engaged, the
sources he used and the problems that occupied him. This study examines
the work of Friedrich Schlegel, Friedrich von Hardenberg and Friedrich
Hölderlin and their unique attempts to devise a language of transcendence
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for an immanent age.5 It takes into account their literary and philosophical production from the start of their careers to a natural close in the ﬁrst
few years of the nineteenth century when the members of Early German
Romanticism disassociated. For Schlegel, this close was the conclusion of
his lectures on transcendental philosophy and his departure from Jena,
where the Romantic circle had ﬁrst congregated. In the case of Hölderlin
it was the ﬁrst sustained period of his worsening mental illness. Finally,
for Novalis, this cessation was his untimely death, brought about by
tuberculosis.6
Frühromantik has been the subject of many studies, and there is no
need for another history of German Romantic literature, treating each
character of the movement equally, with the aim of offering an overall
representation of the movement.7 More recently, a range of scholarship
has examined the philosophical dimension of Romanticism.8 The
strengths of this preceding scholarship, and the issues and questions that
have been left unattended, have helped to determine the parameters of this
study, allowing it licence to treat some areas more lightly, while necessitating detailed foregrounding in others. What is considered here is the
central role of religion in the movement. In the case of Early German
Romanticism, the term ‘religion’ itself must here be clariﬁed. This study
5
6

7

8
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does not attempt to explore the relationship of Romanticism to
orthodoxy, nor the attempts of certain Romantics to reform the institutions of the church. Still less does it aim to demonstrate how the
movement’s thought ﬁts either into the history of Protestantism or into
a re-discovered Roman Catholicism.9 What has hindered an understanding of Romantic religion in the past has been the narrowly deﬁned
conceptualisation of the term ‘religion’ itself. All too often this has left
Romantic religiosity to be judged against an ossiﬁed understanding of
religion as institutional and doctrinal. Instead, this study considers the
creative attempts of the Romantics to invent a renewed means for understanding and describing transcendence.
To enumerate Romanticism’s characteristics – feeling, longing, inwardness – is to create a catalogue of yet more elusive terms, while to list the
manifestations of its apparent concerns – reactionary and radical, communitarian and individualistic, nationalistic and universalist – is to generate contraries. Even the nature of Romanticism’s self-conception as
organic, non-discursive, and non-systematic seems to militate, sometimes
intentionally, against deﬁnition. Put more simply, what could Novalis’
deep meditations on life, death and lost love possibly have in common
with Gérard de Nerval’s walking his lobster through the Palais-Royal
gardens? In the early twentieth century, the intellectual historian A. O.
Lovejoy pointed out the impossibility of the problem, and began to write
of ‘Romanticisms’ instead.10 Isaiah Berlin objected to this abandonment,
but conceded that the task of deﬁning Romanticism ‘is like that dark cave
described by Virgil, where all footsteps lead in one direction . . . those who
enter it seem never to emerge again.’11 Elsewhere it has been suggested
that the characteristics of the movement are really more reﬂective of
perennial concerns present in all eras.12
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Frühromantik does not escape this problem of deﬁnition; however,
some of this confusion may be understood through the characterisation
of the movement as a development of either post-Kantian Fichtean aesthetic egoism or Spinozistic monist pantheism. Both positions are in fact
inﬂuential on the movement but are also both mutually exclusive, and
equally exclusive of the transcendent realism which this study maintains
as essential to the thought of the Romantic movement. The upshot of this
characterisation has been the long-standing debate concerning the deﬁnition and character of Early German Romanticism. To characterise the
movement as either Spinozist or Fichtian subsumes the movement into a
wider secularisation narrative, since both philosophers advanced immanent philosophies, locating their foundational principles either in the self
or in a singular substance that constituted all reality, as opposed to ideas
such as the Good or God, which transcend immanent reality. Consequently, either characterisation of the movement has overwhelmingly
located Frühromantik within the secularisation narrative, associating
its ideas with the progressive decline and disappearance of religion.
These two obscuring factors – the overassociation of Early German
Romanticism with substance monism or transcendental idealism and the
characterisation of the movement as part of an overall process of secularisation – are taken to account in this re-evaluation of Frühromantik.
This study demonstrates that while the philosophical orientations represented by Spinoza and Fichte were fundamental to the development of
Romanticism, it was the imaginative inspiration of the Platonic-Christian
realist tradition that allowed Early German Romanticism to transcend the
limitations of the two, while retaining elements of both. Furthermore, the
presence of Platonic realism in Frühromantik allows one to understand
how the movement sought to break down the increasingly sharpened
distinction between transcendence and immanence, setting the movement
on an opposed trajectory to secularisation. Romanticism did this by
taking account of the central Spinozist claim that there was nothing apart
from God, and accepting the fundamental insight of post-Kantian idealism, that the mind is fundamental to structuring our experience. Equally
the Romantics rejected Spinoza’s rational limitations that rendered God
wholly immanent, and challenged the limitations which transcendental
idealism placed on the possible knowledge of the transcendent. From
these two seeming philosophical extremes, and with the insights afforded
by the tradition of Platonic realism, the Frühromantiker began to synthesise a new position from the two wherein all individual being, including
the self, inhered and participated in absolute being, which itself
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transcended immanence. To actively engage this participatory ontology,
Romanticism turned to the language of neither philosophy nor theology,
but to aesthetics, which combined both. In turn, in the thought of the
Frühromantiker, all reality came to be aestheticised within a participatory
framework, wherein all creation had the potential to disclose the presence
of the divine. Accordingly, the Romantic concept of religion was neither
the assertion of an immanent form of secularised religion nor an attempt
to return to an orthodox theology of transcendence as it had been constructed in the past. Instead, this study offers a new understanding of
Early German Romanticism through the claim that its central concern
was to forge a new language for transcendence in an age that had come to
think in terms of immanence.
This study seeks to develop a position distinct from the conventional
understanding of Romanticism by exploring the central religious dimension of the movement in new contexts. In doing so, it yields a new
understanding of the motivations and aims behind the movement and
furthermore reveals the importance of the movement for our understanding of religion today. Part I lays out the parameters whereby this study
proceeds. First, in Chapter 1, through a comparison of poems by Schiller
and Hölderlin, the important concept of participation, or methexis, is set
out in relation to the historical circumstances from which Romanticism
emerged. Next, in Chapter 2, key terms relating to the metaphysical
realism of the Romantic project are delineated and elaborated in relation
to the philosophically complex concept of transcendentals. The following
two chapters set out the task of re-contextualising Romanticism. Chapter 3 does so in relation to the movement’s problematic characterisation
as an aestheticised subjectivist form of post-Kantian transcendental idealism. Chapter 4 carries out a similar task in relation to the deﬁnitionally
narrow and secularising understanding of religion responsible for the
underappreciation of Frühromantik’s religious dimension. Both recontextualisations work to move Romantic religion out from the imposing shadows of transcendental idealism and the secularisation narrative,
allowing the movement’s realist religious claims to come to light.
Part II of this study takes particular care to reconstruct the intellectual
landscape from which Romanticism would emerge. This topography is
deﬁned by the problem of the absolute (i.e., unconditioned totality),
which came to be the focus of philosophical and theological attention in
the ﬁnal decades of the eighteenth century through the inﬂuential, but
problematic, proposals for an immanent absolute, found in the opposing
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philosophies of Spinoza’s substance monism and Fichte’s absolute ‘I’, as
described in Chapter 5. In opposition to these two inﬂuential proposals,
the study then devotes Chapters 6–8 to the thought of three often overlooked ﬁgures – Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, Johann Gottfried Herder and
Karl Philipp Moritz – each of whom develops inﬂuential alternative
proposals that point back toward a transcendent realist understanding
of the absolute fundamental for the development of, and our understanding of, the Romantic project.
With the critical framework and historical background set out in the
ﬁrst two parts of this study, Part III takes up the Romantic religious
thought of Schlegel, Hölderlin and Novalis, three deﬁning participants
of the movement. However, before these are elaborated, Chapter 9 sets
out the key realist Platonic concepts that inform Romantic thought.
Platonism provides an alternative transcendent absolute to the immanent
proposals of Spinoza and Fichte. Inﬂuenced by the Platonic model, the
three Romantics develop metaphysically realist philosophical positions,
which are nevertheless informed by the insights of idealism. In carrying
out this project, Schlegel, Hölderlin and Novalis develop a range of
strategies to transcend the limitations of Spinoza and Fichte’s immanent
positions, allowing them to synthesise elements of idealism and realism.
The three Romantics considered in this part achieve this through an
aesthetic methodology whose resistance to foundationalism follows from
the fact that the transcendent absolute of Platonic realism can only ever be
inﬁnitely approximated and can therefore never constitute a noninferential foundation. Though this transcendent absolute cannot be
conceptually articulated, it is nevertheless made intelligible through the
aesthetic strategies developed by each of the three ﬁgures. These strategies
have the end of reintroducing transcendence to an age of immanence.
The Conclusion of this study considers the dual religious legacy of the
Romantic re-invention of religion: its call to build a new spiritual community and its aesthetic individualisation of religion. In the ﬁrst instance,
the movement had far-reaching effects throughout the nineteenth century
as a dynamic source for institutional renewal, breathing new life into
liturgy, restoring the role of the arts in the church, and providing a middle
ground between dogmatic bibliolatry and reductive higher criticism. By
way of contrast, the twentieth century has seen the increasing withdrawal
of religion into private forms. This is reﬂected in overall institutional
decline and the recent growth of the ‘spiritual but not religious’ category.
However, the legacy of Romanticism extends beyond these outcomes. It
opposed the institutional tendency toward ossiﬁcation, while at the same
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time it expressed desire for community resisted this privatisation. This
suggests that Romanticism may yet have a contribution to make, as a
movement which continually seeks to renew religion. Romanticism’s
story is one of re-enchantment, and transcendence regained; as such, it
can tell us much about the shape of religion today.
The continuing interest in the origins of modernity, initially stimulated
by debates about modernism and post-modernism, and now by questions
of secularisation and post-secularism, bends our attention to Romanticism as one of the ﬁrst sustained attempts to engage the problems arising
from the long-term transposition from the transcendent to the immanent
understanding of reality, which we continue to occupy. Romanticism
sought to invent a new language of transcendence, and as such established
a precedent that continues to deﬁne contemporary religious discourse.
Accordingly, it was neither the assertion of an immanent form of secularised religion with a regulative abstract concept of the absolute nor an
attempt to return to an orthodox theology of transcendence. Rather,
bringing together elements of the new idealist philosophy with the inheritance of Platonic-Christian realism, Romanticism sought to forge a new
metaphysics and epistemology of transcendence through the language of
aesthetics.

part i
ROMANTIC RELIGION

Transcendence for an Age of Immanence

Listen, so lange, bis Gottes Fehl hilft.
– Hölderlin

1
The Romantic Vocation

A felicitous point of departure for the appreciation of Romanticism’s
religious beginnings may be found in the contrast of two representative
poems, one pre-Romantic, the other Romantic, which set out the challenge the movement faced at the threshold of the nineteenth century. In
1788 Friedrich Schiller published his poem Die Götter Griechenlands.1 It
ﬁrst describes a cosmos alive with the transcendent divine: dryads inhabiting every tree, oreads atop every hill, naiads in every brook, and majestic
Helios, god of light, prophecy and poetry, driving his chariot across the
heavens high above.
Wo jetzt nur, wie unsre Weisen sagen,
seelenlos ein Feuerball sich dreht,
lenkte damals seinen goldnen Wagen
Helios in stiller Majestät.
Diese Höhen füllten Oreaden,
eine Dryas starb mit jenem Baum,
aus den Urnen lieblicher Najaden
sprang der Ströme Silberschaum.2

In this world, where gods and fairies were everywhere present, all aspects
of human reality participated in the divine. Schiller’s description offers a
1

2

Friedrich Schiller, Werke und Briefe in Zwölf Bänden, ed. Otto Dann et al., 12 vols.
(Frankfurt: DKV, 1992), I, 285–91, ll. 19–24. First published in the Teutsche Merkur
31.39, 250–60.
Schiller, Werke, I, 285–91, ll. 17–24. ‘Where now, as our wise men say / A soulless ball of
ﬁre turns and turns / Helios drove his golden chariot / In silent majesty. / These heights are
full of oreads, / A dryad dies with that one tree, / From the urns of lovely naiads / Flowed
forth the silver foam of rivers.’
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poetic representation of a philosophical and religious idea. What had
made this god-ﬁlled reality possible was methexis (μέθεξις, ‘participation’,
from meta, ‘with’, and exein, ‘to have’), whereby all creation participated
in transcendent divine being. The Greek-Platonic notion of methexis
maintained the relation between divine transcendent ideas and their particular instantiation in created objects. The initial philosophical elaboration of this concept may be found in Plato, whose thought would
subsequently furnish the dynamic structure for Plotinus’ notion of
emanation, in which being ﬂows from the highest one to all contingent
being, so that all subordinate creation participates in the highest being of
the One.3 This Platonic concept came to fundamentally inﬂuence Christian theology, the highest being of the One coming to be associated with
God, and the emanation with creation and Logos. This was classically
formulated in Aquinas’ De ente et essentia, which set out how created
being participates in the being of God, though imperfectly, since created
being is not identical with divine being. The overall effect of this relationship was to bring divinity and humanity closer, as Schiller writes, in the
age past ‘die Götter menschlicher noch waren, / Waren Menschen göttlicher [‘the gods were more human, / Humans were more divine’].’4
Schiller contrasted this to a disenchanted, ‘entgötterte Natur [godemptied nature]’, alienated from the divine:
Unbewußt der Freuden, die sie schenket,
Nie entzückt von ihrer Trefﬂichkeit,
Nie gewahr des Armes, der sie lenket,
Reicher nie durch meine Dankbarkeit,
Fühllos selbst für ihres Künstlers Ehre,
Gleich dem toten Schlag der Pendeluhr,
Dient sie knechtisch dem Gesetz der Schwere
Die entgötterte Natur!5

Schiller’s description of this disenchanted nature was not a simple polemic
against scientiﬁc understanding. Still less was it a crude celebration of

3

4
5

See Plato, Complete Works, ed. John M. Cooper (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett, 1997),
Phaedo 101d1–102a1; Republic 511b3–c3, Sophist 253d5–e2, Parmenides, 131b1–6;
Plotinus, Enneads, trans. A. H. Armstrong, 7 vols. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1984), II 9, 16.25; IV 8, 6.17, 27; V 1, 7.46; V 3, 7.22–28.
Schiller, Werke, I, 285–91, ll. 191–92.
Ibid., ll. 161–68. ‘Unconscious of the joys she dispenses, / Never delighted by her own
excellence, / Never aware of the arm that guides her, / Never richer through my gratitude, /
Insensitive to her creator’s glory, / Like the dead stroke of the pendulum, / She slavishly
obeys the laws of gravity, / This nature deprived of God!’
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polytheism in opposition to Christian monotheism.6 Die Götter Griechenlands does not call for a return to an idealised classical past, a
possibility that the poem in fact denies. Instead, as Schiller would claim
in defence of the work, it was less a celebration of polytheism than it was
an exultation of the ideas and possibilities embodied by Greek religion
and a protest against the philosophical and religious prejudices which had
seemingly destroyed these possibilities.7
Schiller describes the loss of participation as the departure of Venus,
goddess of love.8 Her ﬂight implied the collapse of a Platonic-inspired
realist metaphysics, which had given way to abstraction and hence separation. In the Symposium, Diotima describes eros as the means by which
we may ascend through the particular to the universal.9 Love is between
the mortal and immortal, shuttling back and forth between the two, and
binding both together:10
Da ihr noch die schöne Welt regiertet,
An der Freude leichtem Gängelband
Glücklichere Menschenalter führtet,
Schöne Wesen aus dem Fabelland!
Ach! da euer Wonnedienst noch glänzte
Wie ganz anders, anders war es da!
Da man deine Tempel noch bekränzte,
Venus Amathusia!
Da der Dichtkunst mahlerische Hülle
Sich noch lieblich um die Wahrheit wand!
Durch die Schöpfung ﬂoß da Lebensfülle,
Und, was nie empﬁnden wird, empfand.
An der Liebe Busen sie zu drücken,
6

7

8

9

Friedrich Leopold Graf zu Stolberg, ‘Gedanken über Herrn Schillers Gedicht: Die Götter
Griechenlands’, Deutsches Museum, 8 (1788), 97–105.
Friedrich Schiller, Schillers Werke: Nationalausgabe, ed. Julius Petersen et al., 43 vols.
(Weimar: H. Böhlaus Nachfolger, 1943– ), XXV, 166–68; cf. Christian Körner, ‘Über die
Freiheit des Dichters bei der Wahl seines Stoffes’, Thalia 2 (1789), 59–71; Wilhelm
Fühwald, ‘Die Auseinandersetzung um Schillers Gedicht Die Götter Griechenlands ’,
Jahrbuch der deutschen Schillergesellschaft, 13 (1969), 251–71.
Schiller describes this shift having occurred in his own experience in a letter to Christian
Gottfried Körner written in 1787, one year before writing Die Götter Griechenlandes; it
was occasioned by having returned to a place where he had lived some ﬁve years earlier:
‘The magic was gone. I felt nothing. None of the alien places, that at that time had made
my solitude interesting, said anything more to me now. Everything has lost its language to
me. At this transformation I saw that a great change had taken place with myself’ (Schiller,
Werke, XXIV, 180; David Pugh, Dialectic of Love: Platonism in Schiller’s Aesthetics
[Montréal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1996], 168–69).
10
Plato, Symposium 210a–212a.
See ibid., 202e.
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Gab man höhern Adel der Natur.
Alles wies den eingeweihten Blicken,
Alles eines Gottes Spur.11

Here, Schiller’s elegy describes how creation, the product of divine artistic
activity, acts as a mediator. Wound within this veil of poetry, the observer
occupied an enchanted landscape, where all nature was endowed with a
higher nobility that disclosed the divine. This enchanted grammar acted as
the ‘leichtem Gängelband [light-leading strings]’ that connected sublunary
reality to the transcendent ideas in which it participated. Yet with the
withdrawal of Venus, the ‘höhern Adel [higher nobility]’ of nature was
lost. Here the transcendent ideas that formerly had connected the divine
with the world through methexis are now withdrawn into the mind. In
Venus, the goddess of beauty, fertility and love, Schiller drew together
poetry, desire and beauty into a participatory grammar of ascent, whereby
the reality around us made it possible to approximate the divine through
the ideas it instantiated. The departure of Venus removed the grammar of
eros, replacing methexis with abstraction, and fertility with barrenness.
With the mediation of eros lost, Schiller goes on to describe how nature
comes to appear merely as a slave, or dead pendulum, obedient to physical
laws alone. Similarly, the divine is no longer accessible in localised forms.
Without participation, all commonality between God and creation is lost.
Instead, the God that remains is one of superlatives: inﬁnite, impassable,
unchanging, entirely simple, and alien to feeling. Schiller calls this alien
God a ‘heiliger Barbar [holy barbarian]’ and a ‘gräßiliches Gerippe [horrible skeleton]’, lingering over our deathbeds, incapable of empathy and
judging us by otherworldly laws inaccessible to our categories of understanding.12 Schiller described this abstract highest spirit as holding a
blinding mirror up to the poet. The rays of this mirror do not illuminate
the divine, but knock the poet prostrate, rendering him blind and subservient to an unknown God, just as nature itself had become.13 In the ﬁnal lines
of Die Götter Griechenlandes, Schiller expresses his desire to exchange this

11

12

Schiller, Werke, I, 285–91, ll. 1–16. ‘When you still governed the beautiful world, / On
the light leading-strings of joy, / Led happier ages of men, / Beautiful beings from the fable
land. / Ah, there your service of delight still shone / how very, very different it was then! /
When you still crowned your temple, / Venus Amathusia! / When the artistic veil of poetry
/ Still wound itself gracefully around truth! – / Through the creation then ﬂowed
abundance of life / And what will never feel, felt. / To press her to love’s breast, / One
gave a higher nobility to nature. / Everything to the initiate’s view, / Showed the trace of
a god.’
13
Ibid., ll. 114, 105.
Ibid., l. 193.
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abstract ‘höcheste Geist [highest spirit]’14 for its ‘sanft’re Schwester [softer
sister]’, Venus.15
Around twelve years after Schiller ﬁrst published his elegy for the
departed Venus, Friedrich Hölderlin wrote his poem Dichterberuf, expressing the Romantic reaction to the collapse of methexis, and the movement’s
desire to return to a participatory metaphysics of transcendence, renewed
under new historical conditions through aesthetics. The vocation of the poet,
Hölderlin explained, was to reawaken the sleeping nations to the holy joy of
divine presence that had been lost to Schiller:
Zu Sorg’ und Dienst den Dichtenden anvertraut!
Der Höchste, der ists, dem wir geeignet sind
Daß näher, immerneu besungen
Ihn die befreundete Brust vernehme.16

Hölderlin explains, as if responding directly to Schiller, that it is the
vocation of the poet to make us newly aware of the divine presence in
the riverbanks, groves and peaks, where previously naiads, dryads and
oreads had dwelt.17 In Hölderlin’s ode, the problem is not the loss of
transcendence – Schiller’s frightful God remained ‘up over our heads’ – it
was the danger of being overwhelmed by this God.18 In a world without a
framework of participation, there was no longer a structure to mediate
between the divine absolute and contingent reality. The gods of Greece
had long departed, and the God of the Christian tradition, either as
revelation or reason, no longer had purchase in an age of post-Kantian
immanence. The poets’ vocation is therefore to re-constitute this structure
through the power of their aesthetic creativity.
This task of mediating the divine, however, places the poet at great
risk. Detailing the unmediated encounter between the poet with the
divine, Hölderlin describes how the artist is seized by the forelocks, and
then violently engaged by his absolute subject:19
Der unverhoffte Genius über uns
Der schöpferische, göttliche kam, daß stumm
Der Sinn uns ward und, wie vom
Strahle gerührt das Gebein erbebte.20
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Ibid., l. 188.
Ibid., l. 199.
GSA II.1, 46–48, ll. 13–16. ‘A different task and calling is entrusted to poets! / The
Highest, he it is whom we serve / So that more closely, ever newly snug, / He will be heard
with a friendly heart.’
18
19
Ibid., l. 18.
GSA II.1, 93.
GSA II.1, 46–48, l. 20.
Ibid., ll. 21–24. ‘The unexpected genius, the creative divine, / came over us, silencing our
thoughts, / And moved our bones, as if struck by lightening, / to tremble.’
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Here the danger is that an unmediated experience of the divine will prove
too intense and may overwhelm the poet. On the other hand, again
because of the lack of an appropriate grammar, the poet, explains Hölderlin, may respond with too much creative hubris, treating the divine
thoughtlessly, naming without meaning, denominating without signiﬁcance:21 ‘Das Sehrohr wohl sie all und zählt und / Nennet mit Namen
des Himmels Sterne / Der Vater aber decket mit heilger Nacht, / Damit wir
bleiben mögen.’22 The divine meets this arrogant enumeration with ‘heiliger Nacht [holy night]’, a hiddenness that protects the poet from annihilation by his own conceit, and the divine from diminution by ﬁnite
egocentricity.
In the ﬁnal strophe of the Dichterberuf, Hölderlin describes a pregnant
absence. The poet remains tasked with developing a new articulation
of participation, yet neither his vain powers nor intellectual cunning
will avail him. Instead, only a kind of simplicity or innocence, which
makes him aware of the absence of divine language, seems capable of
assisting him:
Furchtlos bleibt aber, so er es muß, der Mann
Einsam vor Gott, es schützet die Einfalt ihn,
Und keiner Waffen brauchts und keiner
Listen, so lange, bis Gottes Fehl hilft.23

The overwhelming fullness of pure divinity presents itself as absence to
Hölderlin’s poet because there is no language to mediate the transcendent
absolute. However, this absence is itself a beginning, a reawakening of
eros. In the Symposium Diotima explains that no god loves wisdom or
desires to be wise because the gods are already wise. Equally, no one who
is ignorant loves wisdom or desires to be wise since they are content. The
lover, however, is neither wise nor content. The lover knows absence, and
the end of his desire is the fulﬁlment of this absence.24 For Hölderlin’s
poet, the end of his vocation is to ﬁnd the means, the language, whereby
he might reach this divinity. The absence of a language of divine
transcendence therefore sets the poet’s vocation, calling forth poetry and

21
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Ibid., ll. 45–47.
Ibid., ll. 51–54. ‘The telescope may count them all, / name every star of the heavens. / Yet
the father / covers with holy night, / So that we may desire to stay earth.’
Ibid., ll. 61–64. ‘But fearless remains, as he must, man / lonely before God, simplicity
protects him, / and no weapons are needed and no artiﬁces, / so long, until God’s
absence helps.’
Plato, Symposium 204a–b.
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a return to methexis. A renewed metaphysics of participation, expressed
through aesthetics, would re-unite subject and object, ideal and real,
and restore the gods to a disenchanted universe through the activity of
poetry. For Hölderlin, poetry was the ‘softer sister’, the eros, that Schiller
feared lost.
The Dichterberuf, the Romantic vocation of the poet, sets the task of
establishing a new participatory language of transcendence for an age of
immanence. The immanent age that Schiller and Hölderlin responded to
was the product of a complex historical process by which the transcendent real universals located in the mind of God, known to mediaeval
philosophy as transcendentals, were relocated to the minds of humans
to eventually become immanent ideal transcendentals in the Kantian sense
of that term. The consequence of this long-term evolution resulted in a
fundamental rupture in the relationship between humans and the divine.
It undermined the intimate communication that was constituted through
methexis, wherein all reality participated in the divine ideas, revealing the
creator through the created. As we shall see, in response to Kantian
idealism, which both culminated and punctuated this shift, Hölderlin
and his fellow Romantics would draw on the eclipsed tradition of Platonic realism to reintroduce transcendence to an age of immanence.

2
Realism, Idealism and the Transcendentals

What Schiller and Hölderlin elaborate poetically in terms of the loss of
metaphysical participation, and the desire to recover it, can now be
addressed discursively, with the aim of bringing clarity to a number of
essential, yet notoriously difﬁcult terms that are central to both the period
and this study.1 The meaning of these terms can vary widely depending on
the context and discipline in which they are encountered. Accordingly,
here they are deﬁned as they are employed in this study and as understood
by the major thinkers considered in the following chapters. First, the
conceptual pairs of realism/idealism and transcendence/immanence are
set out, and the meaning of the absolute is considered. With these terms
clariﬁed, it is possible to examine the illustrative shift in the term ‘transcendental’, considering how it was understood within the participatory
metaphysics of transcendental realism and how it is conceived under the
transcendental idealism of Kant.

realism and idealism
The terms ‘realism’ and ‘idealism’ often operate as a conceptual philosophical pair in relation to the objective or subjective reality of names,
terms, ideals or forms. Here the pair are understood as demarcating an
ontological position concerning the independent reality of ideas, rather

1

For an example of the challenge of terminology, see Frederick Beiser, ‘Romanticism and
Idealism’, in The Relevance of Romanticism, ed. Dalia Nassar (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2014), 30–43.
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than being concerned with the independent existence of reality itself.
Hence realism, which in other literature may confusingly be called objective idealism, is taken to hold that ideals are objective, archetypical and
reside in the realm of the intelligible independent of human thought.
Furthermore, objects themselves, and hence our experience of them, are
determined by their participation in these ideals. Realism is therefore so
called because, according to this position, ideals are real and constitutive
of reality. The classical elaboration of this position is found in Plato, and
subsequently in the development of the Platonic tradition and its formative inﬂuence on the formation of Christian thought (see Chapter 9).
Conversely, idealism, which is sometimes termed ‘subjective idealism’, is
taken to mean that ideas are subjective, in the sense that they reside
within, and are dependent on, the conscious mind of the knower. Consequently, objects of knowledge are determined by the subjective ideals that
are assigned to our experience of them, though reality itself is not necessarily mind dependent. Idealism is therefore so called because ideals reside
within the mind of the knower, which determine our experience of reality.
Idealism has its roots in the development of mediaeval nominalism, which
evolved as a position within medieval scholastic thought in opposition to
realist ontology. The elaboration of idealism which is central to this study
is Kant’s transcendental idealism and the subsequent development of
transcendental philosophy, particularly in the work of Fichte.2

absolute
These two conceptual pairs bring us to the concept of the absolute, which
is itself often understood as one of the key areas of debate within the
period.3 Its Latin etymology indicates its concern with that which is
complete, ﬁnished, perfect, pure, unqualiﬁed, unconditional and

2

3

Kant’s position is sometimes articulated as having taken a middle position between
idealism and realism as it holds that the external world exists, yet it can only be
recognised as it appears to us. However, in the context in which the two terms are
employed in this study, Kant sits squarely within idealism, not because his position
denies the external reality of the world, which it clearly does not, but because it clearly
locates the reality of transcendental ideas within the mind of the knower.
For two helpful considerations, see Dalia Nassar, ‘The Absolute in German Idealism and
Romanticism’, in The Edinburgh Critical History of Nineteenth-Century Philosophy, ed.
Alison Stone (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011), 29–46; The Romantic
Absolute: Being and Knowing in Early German Romantic Philosophy, 1795–1804
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014).
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unambiguous. Plato ﬁrst posited the idea of the Good as the
unconditioned absolute, which Plotinus subsequently equated with his
concept of the one. The synthesis of Christian and Platonic thought in late
antiquity eventually led to the identiﬁcation of absolute being with God,
ﬁrst implicitly by Christian Platonists such as Pseudo-Dionysius, and then
more explicitly by ﬁgures such as Nicholas of Cusa.4 The absolute may be
non-exclusively deﬁned by its both ontological and logical natures. The
former refers to the absolute as substance (οὐσία, substantia), as that
which is constant in contrast to the variation of accidents, such as Plato’s
good.5 The latter refers to the absolute as principle (ἀρχή′, principium), the
beginning, or that from which something comes, for example Aristotle’s
ὃ οὐ κινούμενον κινεῖ, or unmoved mover.6 The question of the transcendent
status of the absolute is a key issue for the Romantics. While the historical
understanding of the absolute is associated with the traditional God of
transcendence, the philosophical environment out of which Romanticism
emerged offered the problematic possibility of an immanent absolute in
the form of Spinoza’s monist substance, and even Fichte’s absolute ‘I’ (see
Chapter 5).

transcendence and immanence
The question of the absolute plays itself out in relation to the terms
‘transcendence’ and ‘immanence’, which also operate as a conceptual
pair, particularly in the context of present-day philosophy of religion
and religious studies. Because of this contemporary currency, their application here can help to clarify a sometimes convoluted conceptual relationship. Etymologically, transcendence (from transcendere) means to
step over, or pass over or beyond, while immanence (from immaneo)
means to remain in place. Drawing from their sources, the substantive
metaphoric meanings of both terms refer to an all-encompassing
4

5
6

Pseudo-Dionysius, the Aeropagite, The Divine Names in Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete
Works, trans. C. Luibheid and P. Rorem (London: Society for the Promotion of Christian
Knowledge, 1987), 1040d–1048b; Nicholas of Cusa, De docta ignorantia in De docta
ignorantia. Die belehrte Unwissenheit, Buch I, ed. Paul Wilpert (Hamburg: Felix Meiner,
1964), I, 2, 5; I, 5, 14.
Plato, Republic 508c2–3; Philebus 64d–66d.
Aristotle, Physics, vol. II: Books 5–8, trans. P. H. Wicksteed, F. M. Cornford (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1934), 8.256a4–256b3; Metaphysics, vol. II: Books 10–14.
Oeconomica. Magna Moralia, trans. Hugh Tredennick and G. Cyril Armstrong
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1935), 12(Λ).1071b3–1073a14.
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relationship between created, contingent, immanent reality and that
which sustains and hence grounds this reality. The deﬁnition of these
two conceptual terms, and the relationship between them, is complex
and far from stable. However, within the context of this study two
possible constructions are important for providing an explanatory context. The ﬁrst of these constructions is the traditional monotheistic understanding of the relationship between the two terms. Here the transcendent
is the unconditioned, inﬁnite absolute. It is the source of conditioned,
ﬁnite created immanence. In this case, immanence is transcended, and
hence saturated by the all-pervading and sustaining reality of the transcendent absolute in which it participates. Simultaneously, the transcendent transcends immanence, and in doing so is also immanent in
immanence. (See the following section for Aquinas’ elaboration of this
position, and Chapter 9 for the Platonic conceptualisation of this position.) In the second of these constructions, the absolute is not transcendent, as in the ﬁrst case, but instead immanent. Transcendence as an action
may occur in terms of the activity of transcending or surpassing a particular contingency, but this does not entail the surpassing of all contingency to a transcendent absolute as the ontologically distinct ground for
all reality. Instead, the absolute itself is immanent.7 (See Chapter 5 for the
Spinozist and Fichtian elaborations of this position.)

transcendentals
Each of the ﬁve terms just deﬁned plays an essential role when considering
the concept of the transcendentals. In fact, the evolution of the meaning of
this term illustrates, through the history of philosophy, the sense of
participatory loss already expressed by Schiller and Hölderlin. Romanticism has conventionally been considered within the context of the immediate historical aftermath of Kantian idealism, and this has largely led to a
concern with epistemology and subjectivity. Even in the case of recent
scholarship, which has provided a far more accurate picture of the movement, the problem of subjectivity has continued to shape the reception of
Romanticism. This reception history is considered in Chapter 3. In actuality, Kant’s philosophy itself was part of a much longer story, one of the

7

In contemporary philosophy of religion this has come to be known as immanent
transcendence. See Patrice Haynes, Immanent Transcendence: Reconﬁguring Materialism
in Continental Philosophy (London: Bloomsbury, 2014).
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decline of transcendent realism and the rise of immanent idealism. In a
wider context, Kant can be understood as furthering the advance of an
immanent epistemology, and the Romantics as reacting against the limitations of this proposal by re-asserting the possibility of realist metaphysics. In
doing so the movement looked back to the Platonic-Christian tradition that
had been eclipsed, but they also carried forward and incorporated some of
the insights of Kant’s critical philosophy. Here, in examining the shift in the
meaning of the transcendentals, we look back from Kant, rather than
forward, as is usually done in the literature considering Romanticism. This
allows the Romantic recovery of transcendent realism to come into broader
historical relief, as a challenge to the ever-stronger immanent worldview,
which directly impacted the possibility of methexis, already demonstrated as
a key concern by both Schiller and Hölderlin. For an example of the
transcendent realist understanding of the term, it is helpful to turn to the
classical formulation found in Aquinas, particularly because one can witness
in his work the active synthesis of Christian doctrine with Hellenistic
metaphysics.8 This can then be compared with the paradigmatic immanent
idealist re-conceptualisation of ‘transcendental’ as found in the critical
philosophy of Kant.
Kant sets the transcendence of God over and against immanence. His
critical philosophy afﬁrms the existence of God but denies the possibility
of knowledge of God. This is behind Kant’s famous pronouncement in the
second preface to the Kritik der reinen Vernunft (Critique of Pure Reason,
1781), or ﬁrst Kritik, where he states that he found it necessary to limit
reason in order to make room for faith.9 For Kant, knowledge is restricted
to experience, to what was observable within the spatiotemporal and
causal order of immanence. Knowledge of the transcendent was not
possible, not because its object did not exist, but because it was not
possible to prove it against or through experience. Knowledge claims
made without empirical veriﬁcation led to the paralogisms and antinomies of pure reason.10 It is this restriction on the employment of
speculative reason that lay behind the demolition of the rational arguments for the existence of God that Kant carried out in the transcendental
dialectic of the ﬁrst Kritik.11
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For Aquinas’ Platonism in particular, see Jan A. Aertsen, ‘Platonism’, in The Cambridge
History of Medieval Philosophy, ed. Robert Pasnau, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2009), I, 76–85.
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This is radically different from the understanding of transcendence we
ﬁnd, for example, in Thomas Aquinas, where the immanent is set within
transcendence. The transcendent is not separate from immanence, but
immanence is saturated by transcendence, because of the causal relationship between God the transcendent creator and immanent creation.12
Drawing directly on Pseudo-Dionysius and the Neoplatonic tradition,
Aquinas maintains that ‘deus est omnia ut causa omnium [God is everything as the cause of everything].’13 Consequently, God cannot be understood as something transcendent over and against immanent creation.
Rather God is everything, though not everything is God. As the cause of
everything, God is radically transcendent, distinguished from everything
as the primum ens (ﬁrst being) and not dependent on any prior cause for
existence as ‘ipsum esse per se subsistens [Being itself]’.14 At the same
time, also as the cause of everything, God is also immanent, since all
creatures participate in God, who determines their natures.15
These two different ways of understanding transcendence impact the
relationship between metaphysics and epistemology as we can see from
the differing ways in which these two thinkers employ the term ‘transcendental’. The meaning of the term was already the subject of a longrunning debate in scholastic philosophy, with the critical philosophy of
Kant acting as a ﬁnal word in this long-evolving conversation.16 Together
the transcendentals include ‘umum (one)’, ‘verum (true)’, and ‘bonum
12
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(good)’, which pertain to all beings. The transcendentals are not attributes
among others, but instead permeate all things and all attributes. For
example, goodness is not an attribute along with species, shape and
colour; rather, all of the attributes, as they are found in each individual
thing, are good.17 Transcendentals are common to all things, and consequently may be said of both something relative or absolute.18 Within the
understanding of transcendence advanced by Aquinas the transcendentals
have a theological signiﬁcance as divine names.19 The question which
occupied Aquinas and so many other scholastic minds was how these
transcendentals related to God, who like the transcendentals was equally
common to all things, yet transcended them. This question demonstrates
the onto-theological nature of mediaeval metaphysics, since ontology and
theology are bound together in a uniﬁed endeavour.20
When we turn to Kant, we can see how his understanding of transcendence affects his revised deﬁnition of the transcendentals. Kant’s
transcendentals are immanent and ideal, while for Aquinas they are
transcendent and real. In the transcendental analytic of the ﬁrst Kritik,
referring to ‘the transcendental philosophy of the ancients’, he singles out
the position ‘so famous among the Scholastics: quodlibet ens unum,
verum, bonum [every being is one, true, and good]’, for recalibration to
an immanent worldview.21 Kant does not object to the transcendentals as
‘logical requirements and criteria for the cognition of all things in general’.22
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However, he explains, such transcendental categories are in fact ‘nothing
but logical requirements and criteria of all knowledge of things in general,
and lay out for such knowledge the categories of quantity, namely, unity,
plurality, and totality ’.23 The error of scholastic transcendentalism, he
contends, was to have ‘converted [these categories] from criteria of
thought to be properties of things in themselves without care’.24 For Kant,
the transcendentals resided within the mind of the knower alone: ‘I call all
knowledge transcendental which is occupied not so much with objects,
but rather with our mode of cognition of objects, so far as this is meant to
be possible a priori.’25 This was the essence of Kant’s Copernican
revolution, which shifted the location of the transcendentals from their
real adherence in things in themselves to the mind of the knower. This
passage is the clearest instance of Kant’s modiﬁcation of the scholastic
term ‘transcendental’, completely separating the transcendentals from any
residual sense of transcendence.26
The shift in the meaning of the transcendentals also had an effect on
language. For Aquinas, human language applies ﬁrst and most properly
to creatures; however, it can be extended to God by analogy. Furthermore, the perfections that words signify exist ﬁrst and properly in God,
and then derivatively in creatures, to whom God freely imparts them.27
Consequently, within the Platonic-Christian tradition the entire system
and structure of language constituted a participatory principle, which
brought creatures and creator together. This was the lost world lamented
by Schiller, wherein ‘die Götter menschlicher noch waren, / Waren
Menschen göttlicher.’28 For the Romantic mind, this had given way to
abstraction and the separation of the grammar of universals from any
23
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relationship to the transcendent. Instead, reality was rendered through
ideas, which transcend the particularity of things but which were immanent idealist abstractions that did not participate in being itself.
For Aquinas, the transcendentals were real because all of immanence
adhered within a fundamental relationship with transcendence. The
world is God’s creation, and God is the beginning and end of all things.29
For Kant, transcendentals are ideal because transcendence is set over and
against immanence. According to Kant the transcendent absolute is not
close to the immanent, participating in all of creation as with Aquinas, but
is at an abyssal distance from the immanent reality we experience:
‘Unconditioned necessity, which we so urgently require as the last bearer
of all things, is for human reason the true abyss [Abgrund].’30 As a
consequence, Kant explains, ‘the unconditioned is never to be met with
experience, but only in the idea.’31 Yet the absolute, which for Kant
always remained a regulative idea which had effect in the sensible world
through practical reason, for Aquinas, could never be separated from the
totality of experience in which it was present throughout.32 As will be
demonstrated in Part II, the inﬂuential ﬁgures of Jacobi, Herder and
Moritz advance a position similar to Aquinas in terms of the inescapable
nature of the transcendent absolute, a concept that will in turn become
central to the aesthetic theories developed by Schlegel, Hölderlin and
Novalis. However, before moving on to these two sets of ﬁgures, two
further central terms must be considered for this study to proceed, and
these are Romanticism and religion.
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3
Re-Contextualising Romanticism
The Problem of Subjectivity

Romanticism has long been interpreted through a negative lens, as sickly,
relativistic, naïve and destructive. These unfavourable, yet highly inﬂuential characterisations derive from an overall portrayal of the movement as
fundamentally subjectivist in its orientation. Since this study develops a
strongly different account of the movement, it is necessary to address this
characterisation at the outset. A range of recent scholarship has argued
that the history of continental philosophical discourse, from German
idealism to post-structuralism, has been overwhelmingly concerned with
the mind’s structuring of experience.1 The reason for the subjectivist
characterisation of Romanticism has to do with the movement’s relation
to transcendental idealism. Traditionally, Romanticism has been understood within the context of post-Kantian idealism (which this study
maintains is not incorrect, but also must be counterbalanced by taking
account of the inﬂuence of transcendental realism on the movement).
Despite his claims regarding the objectivity of transcendental idealism,
Kant’s philosophy was subject to accusations of subjectivism, particularly
during its early reception.2 While the close attention paid to the critical
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philosophy has allowed it to emerge from the shadow of those early
accusations, the same is not true for Romanticism, where the accusation
has largely remained intact, not least do to the inﬂuence of some of its
early detractors. By addressing the problematic characterisation of
Romanticism as subjectivist, the movement’s thought can begin to emerge
from the obscuring shadow of a solely post-Kantian characterisation,
thereby bringing its realist elements into relief. Here the question of
Romantic subjectivity is addressed ﬁrst in relation to the movement’s
nineteenth-century readers. It is then considered in relation to recent
philosophical scholarship on the movement, and then ﬁnally in relation
to literary studies.

the nineteenth-century critique
The subjective characterisation of the Romanticism had its source with a
number of inﬂuential early nineteenth-century detractors, among them
Goethe, Heine, Hegel and Kierkegaard. While some of their criticisms can
be shown to be directed against later Romantics, separate from Frühromantik, others are more simply incorrect. Additionally, some of these
comments may be excused in the context of rhetorical polemic; their
afterlife has been long, perpetuating a series of misreadings, clichés and
distorted caricatures that have continued to this day. Goethe famously
remarked: ‘I call the classical the healthy, and the Romantic the sick’,
further characterising the former as ‘strong, sanguine, happy and healthy’
and the latter as ‘weak, sickly and ill’.3
Hegel held a similar position to that of Goethe, referring to the
Romantics, particularly Schlegel, as ‘bad, useless people who cannot stick
to their ﬁxed and important aim but abandon it again and let it be
destroyed in themselves’.4 Heine’s popular treatment of the Romantics
in Die romantische Schule (1835) criticised the positive portrayal found in
Madame de Staël’s De l’Allemagne (1813). His inﬂuential book promoted
Goethe’s anti-Romantic rhetoric and accused the movement of withdrawing into a recherché esotericism, as exempliﬁed by the Schlegel brothers,
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Friedrich turning to Roman Catholicism and August to orientalism:
‘Friedrich Schlegel went to Vienna where he daily attended Mass and
ate roast chicken. Mr. August Wilhelm Schlegel retired into the pagoda of
Brahma.’5 Similar to Goethe’s diagnosis, Heine wrote of Romanticism’s
‘colossal products of madness’,6 and concerning Hoffman and Novalis,
that ‘their poetry was actually a disease . . . the rosy shine in the literary
works of Novalis is not the colour of health, but of consumption; the
purple glow in Hoffmann’s Fantasy Pieces is not the ﬂame of genius, but
of fever.’7 This sickness was located in the Romantic’s perceived
relativism, self-indulgence and creative caprice. Hegel wrote that the
Romantics claimed to have ‘reached the standpoint of divine genius’,8
and Kierkegaard, that the Romantic ironist enjoyed ‘divine freedom that
knows no bonds, no chains, but plays with abandon and unrestraint,
[and] gambols like a leviathan in the sea’.9 Such relativism appreciated
every standpoint, valuing even the abhorrent.
Many of these claims can be traced to Hegel’s vociferous attack on the
subjectivity of Romantic irony in the Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik. In his
lectures he argued that the Romantics, ‘proceeding from Fichtean philosophy’,10 maintained ‘the absoluteness of the abstract ego ’,11 which
‘sets up and dissolves everything out of its own caprice’.12 Under Hegel’s
inﬂuence, Kierkegaard adopted a similar critical position, going so far as
to say there was no difference between ‘irony’ and the ‘romantic’.13 All
this left the Romantic, according to Hegel, longing for objectivity, unable
to ‘tear himself free from this unsatisﬁed abstract inwardness’,14 while for
Kierkegaard, ‘the power to bind and unbind’15 defeated historical actuality by suspending it.16 For Hegel, the result was quiescence, impotence
and the ‘yearning of a morbid beautiful soul’,17 while for Kierkegaard
ironic subjectivity without an absolute was ultimately empty and
nihilistic.
When Hegel wrote that subjective ‘irony was invented by Friedrich von
Schlegel’,18 he accused him of the very Fichtean egoism which we shall see
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Schlegel and his fellow Romantics seeking to reverse. Hegel’s critique
furthermore failed to recognise that Romantic irony aimed at a systematic
openness, not an opposition to it.19 Moreover, not recognising Romanticism’s religious project left the movement to appear primarily as a literary
project, something which recent scholarship, considered next, has demonstrated to be too narrow a characterisation. For his part, Kierkegaard
overlooked the fact that Romantic irony was not an attempt to escape
historical actuality, but was rather aimed at highlighting the contingency
of all thought vis-à-vis the absolute, making Kierkegaard’s position far
closer to Frühromantik than he would have wished to acknowledge.
Through their interpretation, both inﬂuential thinkers characterised
Romantic thought as literary subjectivity unto nihilism, rather than recognising the objective absolute that was the distinguishing mark of
Romanticism, something that will be explored later.20 This problematic
association of Romanticism with Fichtean egoism is repeated and perpetuated in some of the most important studies of the movement by
inﬂuential ﬁgures such as Rudolf Haym, Nicolai Hartmann and Hermann
August Korff.21 Again, it recurs in the work of inﬂuential English critics
such as Geoffrey Hartman, who emphasised the movement’s concern
with naïvety, and Northrop Frye, who wrote of the transference of
superior reality from outside the self into the depths of consciousness.22
It must, however, be acknowledged that these detractors did not have the
beneﬁt of the new critical editions of the works of each major Romantic,
which have made accessible many of their philosophical writings for the
ﬁrst time.
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Criticisms such as those found in Hegel and Kierkegaard easily led
to the perception of Romanticism as being naïve, dilettantish and destructive. Heine wrote of how Tieck ‘drank the mediaeval elixir of youth too
deftly’ and became a child,23 while Kierkegaard, citing Heine, expanded
this characterisation to the movement in general.24 As Romanticism
developed into its later forms it was unable to sustain its initial optimism.
Exploring the unconscious, it unravelled Enlightenment assumptions of
human rationality and progress, and often engaged in darker reﬂections.25 These explorations of the complex and sometimes disturbing
aspects of humanity were expressed in the works of Heinrich von Kleist,
Adelbert von Chamisso, Marquis de Sade and Joseph de Maistre. Heine
singled out E. T. A. Hoffmann in this context, referring to his works as ‘a
horrible cry of anguish in twenty volumes’.26
The movement’s concern with preserving and developing national
literatures, combined with an emphasis on artistic genius and the later
withdrawal of many of its members to Roman Catholicism, led it to be
labelled reactionary, anti-democratic, and singled out as giving rise to the
irrational völkish nationalism that culminated in National Socialism.27
Many Romantics did see their projects as connected with the establishment of a national literature and the revival of mediaeval religiosity. This
was done, however, while championing a wider canon of vernacular
national literatures and without an appeal to ecclesial or state authority.
Heine’s argument that the proponent of Romantic literature ‘no longer
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wants to be a citizen of the world or a European’28 cannot hold against
the near-universal Frühromantik veneration toward William
Shakespeare, Dante Alighieri, the Italian Renaissance or classical literature, nor with the interest they often expressed in Oriental religions.
Finally, the Romantics have been accused of establishing an elitist view
that prized an egotistical standpoint that valued the power of its own
caprice over the dignity of humankind.29 Yet many of the philosophical
arguments of the Romantics sought to defend the dignity of the individual
from reductionist rational arguments. Nietzsche declared in Die fröhliche
Wissenschaft that Schopenhauer and Wagner, respectively associated
with pessimism and anti-Semitism, were the ‘most celebrated and decided
Romantics’.30 These characterisations were then enlisted by a generation
of twentieth-century scholars, all struggling to explain the conﬂagration
the world had just witnessed in the Second World War. In the ﬁrst part of
the twentieth century inﬂuential literary critics such as Pierre Lasserre and
Irving Babbitt respectively referred to the destructive and irrational sickness of German Romanticism, and its search for a primitive unity without
reality.31 The inﬂuence of this characterisation may be seen in the work of
T. S. Elliot, Babbitt’s most famous student.32 F. L. Lucas, who argued
against Romantic narcissism, in the aftermath of the Second World War,
called Hitler a ‘perverted romantic’, an example of ‘the destructiveness of
a romanticism gone rotten’.33 René Girard further developed the Hegelian misdiagnoses of egotistical subjectivity with his notion of the ‘romantic lie’, which overemphasises autonomy, obscuring the mediated nature
of human desire.34
Romanticism has not, however, been without august defenders. For
example, Benedetto Croce offered a subtler examination of the
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movement, seeing both classical and Romantic as essential elements of the
poetic synthesis of ideal and real.35 Jacques Barzun attacked the contemptuous clichés directed against the movement, arguing for its expanded
understanding of reason, and sought to demonstrate its founding importance for the development of modern art.36 The reception of Romanticism
started to change with its dissociation from conservatism and protofascism, something which occurred when it was taken up by the members
of the Frankfurt School starting in the 1960s. The progressive and utopian potentialities of the movement are recovered in the work of writers
such as Herbert Marcuse, Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno.37 It
was Walter Benjamin, however, considered in greater detail later, who
played the central role in this recovery.

scholarship on early german romanticism
Recent scholarship on Early German Romanticism has seen a number of
important developments beginning in the last two decades of the twentieth century.38 This work has made great advances to overcome the
problematic readings of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
However, at the same time, the accusation of subjectivity has set the
agenda for these revised readings, which fall into three categories. The
ﬁrst is the reconstruction of Romanticism in the context of the history of
philosophy, where the issue at stake is to demonstrate the Romantic
project’s aim of overcoming the problem of subjectivity arising within
post-Kantian philosophy. The second is constructive philosophy, which
attempts to employ Romantic philosophy to counter the contemporary
physicalist and deconstructive threats to the self. Finally, there is literary
theory, where the post-structuralist reading of Romantic aesthetics considers the movement to be reﬂection of the fragmentation of the subject in
language and history. Each consideration shares a subject-focused
approach to the period. Indeed, Dieter Henrich wrote: ‘If any basic
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concept has played the leading role in the history of Western philosophy,
it is that of self-consciousness.’39 While in many ways true, it is precisely
the persistent concern with subjectivity that has been largely responsible
for obscuring Romanticism’s concerns with philosophical realism.
In the ﬁrst of these approaches, the central concern of Romanticism is
construed as the attempt to overcome the threat of subjectivity arising
from Cartesian and Kantian dualism.
Many scholars have made contributions to the reconstruction of Early
German Romanticism in a philosophical context, with three – Dieter
Henrich, Manfred Frank and Fredrick Beiser – particularly standing
out.40 Henrich originated an approach that aims to provide a holistic
view of the early Romantic period by moving away from the production
of monographs on individual thinkers, set texts and main protagonists.
Instead, his intention has been to reconstruct the Denkraum, or thought
space, of the particular period, understanding its problems, the way they
unfolded and were answered, and what potentialities were (and were not)
developed. To this end, he initiated the notion of a Konstellation, a group
of thinkers, both major and minor, who interact over a period of time on
a set of issues, inﬂuencing the development of one another. Konstellationsforschung (constellation research) reconstructs not only the theoretical relationships between philosophers but their personal relations and
self-understanding as well, in order to grasp the reason and motivations
behind their work. The level of apprehension achieved by these methods
reveals the potentialities of a text, even beyond those known to the
author.41
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In 1985 Henrich initiated research into the Jena constellation, involving a number of scholars examining the period between 1789 and 1795.42
Around this and other constellations, Henrich’s approach has illustrated
their fecund and complex development, bringing to light hitherto obscure
ﬁgures, such as Issac von Sinclair and Jacob Zwilling, and giving account
of the philosophical aspects of the young Hölderlin’s thought.43 Henrich’s
starting point has remained with Kant throughout his work. His own
constructive philosophy has developed with his historical research, evolving out of neglected alternatives in the development of critical philosophy.44 We see this in the attention he has brought to Immanuel Carl Diez,
a Repetent (or fellow) at the Stift in Tübingen, who along with Friedrich
Immanuel Niethammer and Johann Benjamin Erhard developed critical
philosophy along more measured lines than the radical innovations proposed by Reinhold and Fichte.45 The results of these examinations have
helped to initiate a reassessment of post-Kantian philosophy, revealing a
landscape far more complex than one merely composed of Idealist
system-builders and literary Romantics.46 Henrich’s Kant-centred
approach, however, has meant the project is driven by a concern with
epistemological issues arising out of the reception of critical philosophy.
This has caused Henrich to make some problematic claims, for example
that the Romantic theory of art and poetry originated in Fichte’s
Wissenschaftslehre. Such statements, though not incorrect, are errors by
the omission of other fundamentally important motivations, particularly
those concerning religion.47
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Manfred Frank similarly engages in a reconstructive historical examination of the period. Like Henrich, his work has been key in distinguishing and validating the Frühromantiker as a group of thinkers who
establish their own unique response to the challenges of Kant’s philosophy, differentiated from the further development of transcendental
idealism. While idealism held that consciousness was a self-sufﬁcient
phenomenon, able to comprehend its existence by its own means, the
Romantics held that the being of the self has its ground in the
transcendent.48 The ontological priority of being is, according to Frank,
the ‘ﬁrst complete expression’ of early German Romanticism.49
Through this position the foundation of consciousness becomes nontransparent; that is, it cannot be an object of reﬂection because we have
no access to it. As a result, Romanticism is characterised by foundational and systematic scepticism, as seen in the Romantic reactions to
Reinhold and Fichte by Hölderlin, Novalis and Schlegel. This accounts
for the movement’s non-systematic idiom, which articulates being aesthetically through feeling and intuition. Furthermore, this means that,
for the Romantics, philosophy as a discursive reﬂective process has
limited purchase on fundamental questions, and the aesthetic has
increased legitimacy as a mode of consideration more appropriate to
the absolute. While Frank has argued for the primacy of being in
Romantic thought, he does not acknowledge its religious dimension.
Instead, he maintains that this absolute being was akin to a sense of
existence, something with religious potential, but one that does not go
beyond the limits of reason.50
Beiser, the third of the three major historical scholars, has had an
important effect in mediating Frühromantik to the Anglophone world.
He has offered detailed treatments of the period, examining the questions
of the authority of reason, and the problem of subjectivity, and in doing
so offered a substantive philosophical treatment of Hölderlin, Novalis
and Schlegel to an Anglo readership.51 Beiser also sees Frühromantik as
deﬁned by the notion of the absolute and anti-foundationalism, both of
which lead to the development of fragmentary, non-systematic and aesthetic approaches that differ from the idealists.
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In seeming opposition to Frank, Beiser deﬁnes the Romantics, along
with Hegel and Schelling, as ‘absolute idealists’, whereas Frank argues
that epistemological and ontological realism is the deﬁning factor of
Romanticism.52 This apparent difference can be explained through Beiser’s assessment of Romantic Spinozism, as modiﬁed by Herder, and the
inﬂuence of the Plato renaissance in Germany. According to Beiser, these
led to a vitalist view wherein the absolute is ‘nothing less than the whole
of nature’.53 As such, both subject and object have their source in an
absolute realist ground. This notion is the key to Beiser’s central thesis,
that absolute idealism is deﬁned by a struggle against the subjectivism that
arises from critical idealism. According to Beiser, Frank and Henrich
focus too narrowly, particularly by failing to give just import to
Platonism, leading them to overemphasise Romantic scepticism.54 Furthermore, in failing to consider the Platonic aspect of Romantic aesthetics,
Beiser argues that Frank makes the movement appear more obscurantist
and open to charges of anti-rationalism.55
Beiser’s thesis has advantages and disadvantages. By placing both
Romanticism and idealism under absolute idealism, his position can
make the former seem like a stage on the way to Schelling’s philosophy.56 Frank, with his strong emphasis on the difference of the Romantics from the idealists, avoids such difﬁculties, but in doing so fails to
take account of the aspects of objective idealism which the movement
shares with Schelling and Hegel.57 Alternately, calling attention to the
Platonic sources of Romantic realism allows Beiser to address another
fundamental issue: debunking various readings of the Romantics as
irrational or somehow proto-postmodern.58 Here Beiser has in mind
Paul de Man, Isaiah Berlin, Jean-Luc Nancy, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe,
Ernst Behler and Manfred Frank himself.59 This debunking is one of the
aims of The Romantic Imperative, a collection of essays concerned with
Frühromantik. Like his two predecessors, Beiser is concerned with
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philosophical issues, particularly as deﬁned by Kant, having to do with
the authority of reason and the problem of subjectivity.
The second of these critical approaches is the constructive philosophical engagement with Early Romantic thought. Like historical reconstruction, this project is again deﬁned by the so-called Heidelberg School of
Henrich and Frank, and while their positions differ in some signiﬁcant
ways, for the purposes of this examination it is possible to treat them
together.60 The work of Andrew Bowie has equally played an important
role, in both promoting and carrying forward the Heidelberg school and
describing its relation to analytic philosophy and literary theory.61 Building on their historical scholarship, this work sets out a subjective ontology
that aims to overcome the dualism of the Cartesian and Kantian legacies.62 This dualism is generated by the reﬂection model of consciousness, wherein the self achieves self-consciousness by becoming an object
to itself. This act is problematic as the self, as subject, must already know
itself, as object, to recognise itself. Accordingly, the situation ultimately
60

61

62

‘Heidelberg School’ is ﬁrst adopted by Ernst Tugendhat, Selbstbewubtsein und
Selbstbestimmung (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1979), 10.
See Andrew Bowie, ‘John McDowell’s Mind and World, and Early Romantic
Epistemology’, Revue internationale de philosophie, 50(197) (1996), 515–55;
Romanticism to Critical Theory: The Philosophy of German Literary Theory (London:
Routledge, 1997); ‘German Philosophy Today: Between Idealism, Romanticism and
Pragmatism’, in Royal Institute of Philosophy Lectures, German Philosophy after Kant,
ed. Anthony O’Hear (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 357–98;
‘Romantic Aesthetics and the Ends of Contemporary Philosophy’, in Das neue Licht
der Frühromantik: Innovation und Aktualität frühromantischer Philosophie, ed. Bärbel
Frischmann and Elizabeth Millán-Zaibert (Paderborn: Schöningh, 2008), 213–24;
‘Nineteenth Century Philosophy in the Twentieth Century and Beyond’, in The
Edinburgh Critical History of Nineteenth-Century Philosophy, ed. Alison Stone
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011), 314–29. Manfred Frank, The Subject
and the Text: Essays on Literary Theory and Philosophy, ed. Andrew Bowie, trans. Helen
Atkins (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).
Dieter Henrich, ‘Selbstbewußtsein und spekulatives Denken’, in Fluchtlinien.
Philosophische Essays (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 1982), 125–81; trans. in ‘SelfConsciousness and Speculative Thinking’, in Figuring the Self: Subject, Absolute, and
Others in Classical German Philosophy, ed. David E. Klemm and Günter Zöller (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1997), 99–133; Denken und Selbstsein: Vorlesungen
über Subjektivität (Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp, 2007). For an assessment of Henrich’s
philosophy, see Dieter Freundlieb, Dieter Henrich and Contemporary Philosophy.
Manfred Frank, ‘Is Subjectivity a Non-Thing, and Absurdity [Unding]? On Some
Difﬁculties in Naturalistic Reductions of Self-Consciousness’, in The Project of the
Modern Subject: Conceptions of the Self in Classical German Philosophy, ed. Karl
Ameriks and Dieter Sturma (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995),
177–97 (177–78); Selbstbewußtsein und Selbsterkenntnis. Essays zur analytischen
Philosophie der Subjektivität (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1991).

The Problem of Subjectivity

41

requires the establishment of a dogmatic presupposition. For Descartes,
the ‘I’ is secured through the assurance of a non-deceptive God, while for
Kant the transcendental ‘I’, which accompanies representation, is purely
logical and cannot be the object of knowledge or theory.63
In the contemporary philosophical landscape, subjectivity has again
been the target of criticism, leading broadly to two positions. The physicalist position, such as that proposed by W. V. O. Quine and Daniel
Dennett, maintains that consciousness can and must be accounted for
within the scope of the natural sciences. Alternatively, the deconstructive
approach of thinkers such as Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida
attacks the foundationalist logocentrism of the subject. In opposition to
these, the constructive position maintains that the physicalist strictures of
scientiﬁc discourse fail to do justice to the nature of subjectivity, while the
post-structural death of the subject fails to account for the fact that
self-consciousness is prior to language (or if it emerged with language, it
is equally a precondition for language and not explained by language).
The task of philosophy is to offer an understanding of our place in the
world. In the work of Romanticism and idealism, Henrich and Frank see
one of the most promising, if not entirely successful, attempts to set out an
ontology that overcomes the dualist legacy and the reductionism of
physicalism and post-structuralism.
Henrich, Frank and Bowie seek to employ the fundamental Romantic
insight that being exceeds consciousness. This position was advocated, in
the Romantic story, ﬁrst by Jacobi, then by Hölderlin, Schlagel and
Novalis, and was held in the late work of Fichte and Schelling. Henrich,
working from Fichte’s thought, considers self-consciousness to be irreducible. As such, its components cannot be separated into the stages that
constitute reﬂection theory.64 Similarly, Frank has shown corresponding
insights in Jacobi and the earliest stages of Romanticism.65 In their
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proposals, the constructive position situates itself between the analytical
and continental traditions, a position to which a number of subsequent
scholars have responded, including Peter Dews, John McDowell and
Jürgen Habermas.66
The constructive efforts of the Heidelberg school are notable in illustrating the contemporary philosophical preoccupation that forms the
implicit driving force behind their historical reconstruction of Romanticism. For example, Frank considers the problem of subjectivity to be ‘the
basic interest that has gripped modern philosophy from Descartes to
Husserl (and Sartre)’.67 This often productive attempt to employ Romantic thought demonstrates how the reception of the movement has been
determined by the problem of subjectivity, to which Romanticism’s realist
concerns naturally take second place.
The third of these critical approaches takes place within the framework
of literary studies. While the literature of Frühromantik has always been
the concern of literary theory, the predominant trend in recent scholarship
has largely seen Romanticism’s use of the fragment as preﬁguring the
post-modern linguistic and historical fragmentation of the subject. In this
reading, the literary itself is taken to be the absolute, a problematic
conclusion that does not reﬂect the realist metaphysical concern of
Romantic thought and in effect mistakes the medium for the subject.
One important exception to this can be found in the work of Walter
Benjamin, in his doctoral dissertation Der Begriff der Kunstkritik in der
deutschen Romantik (The Concept of Art Criticism in German Romanticism, 1920), where he makes an important break from the Hegelian
interpretation of Romanticism. Benjamin takes note of the Romantic
position, held in opposition to Fichte, that the intuition of the ‘I’ is
66
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impossible without the world.68 In Early Romanticism, Benjamin maintains, the centre of reﬂection is found not in the ‘I’ but in art.69 Unfortunately, as Bowie has noted, Benjamin’s insightful reading of
Romanticism has been either underestimated or neglected because of
the lack of serious theoretical attention, particularly amongst Englishlanguage Germanists.70
This problem within literary studies was only complicated by the
inﬂuential text L’Absolu littéraire: théorie de la littérature du romantisme
allemand (The Literary Absolute: The Theory of Literature in German
Romanticism, 1978, English translation 1988), written by Philippe
Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy.71 Together they claim that in the
tension between production and reﬂection, as a ‘work and reﬂection of
the work’, Romantic art constitutes a ‘genre beyond all genres . . . containing the theory of this “beyond” within itself’.72 The fragment is one of
the greatest representations of this ‘work in progress’,73 manifesting the
‘operative status of the subject’.74 Further to this, however, the fragment
also represents the post-critical loss of self-presence. Kant’s critical philosophy essentially prevents the self from having an adequate selfpresentation of the self, instead casting it as a regulatory idea in the unity
of apperception.75 The literary absolute aims to overcome such representational difﬁculties through what Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy call
‘eidaesthetics’, in which an ideal is presented within the object of art.76
The fragment displays the productive capacity of poesis, manifesting the
synthetic totality behind each particular manifestation.77 As such The
Literary Absolute maintains that Romantic literature ‘is thus less concerned with the production of the literary thing than with production,
absolutely speaking. Romantic poetry sets out to penetrate the essence of
poiesy, in which the literary thing produces the truth of production in
itself, and thus . . . the truth of the production of itself.’78 Consequently,
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‘romantic thought involves not only the absolute of literature, but literature as the absolute. Romanticism is the inauguration of the literary
absolute. ’79
The strength of The Literary Absolute is its concern with the philosophical nature of the movement. However, though intriguing, LacoueLabarthe and Nancy present less a historical analysis than a selective
appropriation of Romantic thought which projects deconstructive concerns back into Romanticism. This is particularly evident in their focus on
the fragment, which they claim is for Romanticism ‘the most distinctive
mark of its originality, or the sign of its radical modernity’.80 Such a
position fails to account for the myriad other genres the Romantics used,
nor does it consider the movement’s aim of synthesising these genres.
They describe Romanticism as being characterised by an ‘uncontrollable
incompletion’ or an ‘incompletable incompletion’.81 The Romantics were
concerned not with the innovation of an absolute idiom alone but with an
idiom capable of expressing the absolute, as articulated in the irreducibility of art.
The Literary Absolute has an established legacy in the reception of
Romanticism. If considered a creative appropriation of certain aspects
of the movement, then there need be no objection to it as a tangential line
of speculation. A number of contemporary philosophers and literary
theorists have sought to use it as a model to explore the literary and
philosophical possibilities of the fragment.82 However, problems do arise
when its assumptions are anachronistically applied to Romanticism itself.
An emphasis on fragmentation makes the movement appear far more
anti-Enlightenment in character than it actually was. Equally, the failure
to take account of Romanticism’s realist metaphysics makes the movement’s concerns with anti-foundationalism and systematic scepticism
appear more reﬂective of the later twentieth-century linguistic turn than
they truly are. We see such difﬁculties, for example, in Azade Seyhan’s
Representation and Its Discontents: The Legacy of German Romanticism
(1992), which argues that the ‘literary absolute’ of Romanticism is indeed
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even more ambiguous than that argued for by Lacoue-Labarthe and
Nancy.83 The Romantic work of art, he claims, ‘constitutes the very space
where the problem of representation as mediation of presence becomes
most visible in its irremediable ambiguity . . . After all, the dominant
ﬁgural forms . . . of Romanticism are characterised by discontinuity,
rupture, and indirect reference.’84 In the end, this line of inquiry incorrectly portrays the Romantics as irrational, ‘clearly positioning themselves against the representational conceit of philosophy’ and, in their
literary production, ‘thriv[ing] on moments of discontinuity, rapture, and
reversal’.85
Through much of its reception history, Romanticism has suffered from
the misconceptions assigned to it by its early detractors. However, the
scholarship of the past twenty-ﬁve years has opened up new possibilities
for its re-consideration, deﬁnitively demonstrating that Romanticism was
more than a literary appendage to philosophical idealism. Rather, the
Romantics were philosophically robust thinkers, not only engaged with
the major issues of the day, but also offering an alternative to subjective
idealism. This philosophical re-evaluation of the Romantics has, however,
focused primarily on epistemology arising out of the problem of
subjectivity. What remains to be explored is the wider project of Romanticism, which comes into relief when we place it within the broader
intellectual context that connects it to the realist tradition. This recontextualisation allows us to see the movement’s realism as more than
a response to the problem of subjectivity, moving away from a conceptualisation of Romanticism through a philosophical lens that focuses on
epistemological problems alone. Accordingly, the age’s concern with the
absolute reﬂected a notion that was far more than a regulative idea in the
service of epistemological inquiry; rather, it had a real metaphysical
status.
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4
Re-Contextualising Romanticism
The Question of Religion

This reconsideration of Romantic religion is informed by the ongoing
interrogation of the term ‘religion’ itself. The construction of religion
within a particularly post-Reformation and Western European construction may not immediately seem problematic for the consideration of
German Romanticism and religion. However, the fact that Frühromantik
engages in a heterodox construction of religion largely apart from doctrinal and institutional concerns illustrates just how germane this critique is
to the period. One of the primary intellectual causes for the omission of
religion from the consideration of Frühromantik arises from the way
religion is institutionally and doctrinally deﬁned and, following from this
deﬁnition, cast as being in terminal decline. Both of these characterisations of religion are bound up with the concept of secularisation. In recent
years, the meaning of secularisation has become an important topic of
critical reﬂection. It has opened up the category of religion to a reevaluation that takes account of forms of spirituality both within and
without conventional instantiations, opening the door to the reevaluation undertaken in this study.

religion and secularisation
The concept of secularisation, as scholarship has recently and sometimes
reluctantly acknowledged, is a complex phenomenon involving far more
than the progressive decline of religion. To be ‘secular’, derived from
secularis, is to be in time, worldly and immanent, as opposed to being
‘sacred’, from sacrum, which is to be dedicated to God, transcendent and
46
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out of time. In Latin Christianity, members of the clergy and organs of the
church were secular if they belonged to the world in their service to the
laity, as opposed to those who operated in monastic seclusion. However,
in this early deﬁnition, even the secular ultimately had its ground in the
sacred transcendent through methexis. The ascendency of the immanent
worldview, whose logic could seemingly operate without reference to the
transcendent, made possible what has been called the ‘“declaration of
independence” of the immanent’.1 We have observed this in Kant’s reﬁguring of the transcendentals. This new understanding of the secular
existed in opposition to the eternal and the transcendent, conﬁdently
declaring itself as the legitimate representation of the tangible world. In
the non-hierarchical grammar of the immanent frame, the naturalism of
scientiﬁc understanding was established not only as the means for comprehending and controlling nature but also as the grammar for understanding all existence – natural, social and political. Accordingly,
transcendence became increasingly problematic, incoherent and seemingly anachronistic.
An understanding of religion as anachronistic is central to one form of
the secularisation thesis, which postulated an inverse relationship between
modernism and religion. This correlation became foundational through
the inﬂuential thought of Max Weber, Karl Marx and Émile Durkheim,
the founding thinkers of modern social theory.2 The secularising theory
developed by and from these thinkers mapped the decline of institutional
and confessional forms of religion onto the great advances of modernity.
In its various forms the secularisation narrative maintained that movements such as Renaissance humanism and the Reformation challenged the
hierarchical structures of mediaeval society and the entrenched authority
of the church, recovering a pre-Christian classical individualism and
allowing for the ﬂourishing of the modern nation-state. Secularisation
replaced what was conceived of as a theologically tainted and stiﬂing
scholasticism that impeded the ﬂourishing of science and the advance of
human freedom. The link established by the secularisation thesis between
1
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modernisation and religious decline by deﬁnition rendered religion outdated, and understood its persistence as indicative of an incomplete
process of modernisation. In essence, as a narrative, it conﬁrmed its
own thesis by projecting modern advancements onto the decline of religious membership and doctrinal adherence.
Constituting the basis for claims of the legitimacy of the modern age,
the secularisation thesis has been a matter of contention since the midtwentieth century.3 However, toward the close of the last century this
questioning led to a widespread interdisciplinary consensus that the thesis
was fundamentally ﬂawed, and the contention that we now occupy a
post-secular age.4 This consensus has come about through practical and
theoretical challenges. In terms of the practical, a range of statistical data
and contemporary phenomena, from the growth of religion in the Global
South, its persistence in the United States and the punctuated presence of
religious violence carried out on a global stage, has forced the reassessment of a reality where universal secularisation has not occurred.5 These
more visible phenomena, which have directly challenged the secularisation thesis, have additionally allowed for the realisation of more subtle
forms of religious persistence in the shape of the personal, noninstitutional spirituality held by many throughout the secular West. The
development of this private spirituality for the immanent age coincided
with the decline of public, institutional religious practice. In the context of
the secularisation thesis, this was understood to reinforce the correlation
of religious decline and modernisation. However, with this view challenged, an institutionally dependent statistical view of religion has been
demonstrated as untenable. This has resulted in efforts to develop new
categories, even beyond the more easily identiﬁable classiﬁcations of
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‘New Age’ or ‘occult’ religion.6 To account for more understated forms of
spirituality, categories such as ‘implicit religion’, ‘spiritual seekers’ or
‘spiritual but not religious’ have been developed.7 These categories
attempt to make provision for forms of religiosity that remain as part of
private life, where exempt from public haunt, they abide in an endless
variety of reformulations.
In turn, these observations have been supported and encouraged by
theoretical developments. Central to post-modern theory is its awareness
of the power of language to resist totalising modernist narratives, or
understanding from a single rational perspective. Instead, the postmodern intentionally promotes the proliferation of narratives in such a
way that asserts their right of simultaneity.8 The success of the secularisation thesis was promulgated on an ossiﬁed institutional vocabulary whose
deﬁnition of religion was based on differing doctrinal positions forged in
the sectarian environment of post-Reformation Europe, transferred but
not translated to the immanent worldview.9 Still others not evoking the
post-modern credo have argued against the secularisation thesis by
pointing to the unavoidable nature of the theological and the metaphysical, as seen in the works of Alasdair MacIntyre and René Girard.10 This
6
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inability to appreciate the persistence of religion has called into question
the ontological assumptions that have driven secular philosophy, whose
critical apparatus is ill prepared to deal with, or even consider, religion as
having any intrinsic status unto itself. We can see this, for example, in
Paul Ricoeur’s criticism of the hermeneutic of suspicion operating in
Marx, Nietzsche and Freud. Each sees the religious consciousness as
illusory, proceeding respectively to decipher it as dialectical materialism,
as the will to power, or as the unconscious.11 These ideas became foundational for an array of subsequent psychoanalytic, Marxist, structuralist
and post-structuralist theories. Together such assumptions constitute a
meta-discourse operating behind an entire range of disciplines that are
ultimately unable to appreciate religion. Taking account of the role of the
secularisation thesis makes it possible to account for the inability of much
modern secular theory to appreciate the persistence of religion in the
forms it has taken within the context of the immanent worldview.12
Overwhelmingly scholarship has been unable to appreciate the seemingly unconventional religiosity expressed in so much of Romanticism’s
writing, an interpretative shortcoming that is as much an error of omission as it is commission. Not corresponding to a formulaic understanding
of orthodox religion, Romantic thought has been, either implicitly or
explicitly, considered part of the process of secularisation. The descriptive
challenge that emerges from the collapsed narrative of secular
disenchantment points forward to the Romantic project of ﬁnding a
language for the transcendent within immanence, a task which makes
the movement at once inherently religious, but equally secular in the
original sense of that word as orientated toward the immanent, but
fundamentally concerned with the transcendent. Describing the project
of Romanticism, Novalis wrote:
The world must be made Romantic. Thusly one can ﬁnd the original meaning
again. To romanticise is nothing other than a qualitative multiplication. In this
operation the lower self is identiﬁed with a higher self. Just as we ourselves are as
such a qualitative power series. This operation is as yet wholly unknown. By
giving the common a higher meaning, the ordinary a mysterious look, the known
the dignity of the unknown, the ﬁnite the appearance of the inﬁnite, thus
I romanticise it.13
11
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As already outlined, when read in light of Kantian and post-Kantian
idealism, much scholarship on Romanticism has tended to overemphasise
the epistemological concern of the movement, consequently granting less
attention to its realist metaphysical concerns. Yet, as we have seen, it is a
shift in metaphysics that drives this concern with epistemology in the ﬁrst
place.

schleiermacher and the cultured despisers
One Romantic ﬁgure that is conspicuously absent in this study is Friedrich
Schleiermacher, and the lack of his presence requires some explanation.
The foremost reason is that in the past, Schleiermacher has often been
considered the deﬁnitive, if not the only, expression of Romantic religion.
The attention his thought has amassed is in no way unfounded, but it
equally means that there is no lack of resources, historical or recent,
addressing his religious thought.14 This study does not aim to discount
the indisputable importance of Schleiermacher, but rather to illustrate
what his more unconventional partners were thinking and doing alongside him, those who are addressed as the ‘gebildeten Verächtern [cultured
despisers]’ in his Über die Religion (1799). Their thoughts have often been
left in the shadow of the great theologian, but religion is contemplated
beyond theology alone. It is also the province of philosophers and artists.
Indeed, attention to these alternative, perhaps less conventional,
approaches is all the more important in an age like that of the Romantics,
which is critical of metaphysical proofs, suspect of institutions, and aware
of scriptural history. Accordingly, for those with an interest in Schleiermacher, this study aims to complement and hopefully enrich, rather than
challenge their interest, by outlining the other religious thought of the
movement.
This leads to a second reason for the focus of this study of Romantic
religion on Schlegel, Hölderlin and Novalis. The point made in this
14
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chapter is that Romantic religion is most productively considered outside
the conﬁnes of religion as traditionally conceived. Too often, as the
churchman of the group, Schleiermacher is seen as its religious conscience
and representative. Yet it is because of his conspicuousness that the
religious thought of the other Romantics is often left unattended. The
greatest need in scholarship is for an appreciation of the religious thought
of the three Romantics considered here. As a theologian in the more
traditional sense, innovatively proceeding, but along well-trodden paths,
Schleiermacher’s thought is more easily understood within the conventions of theology and religious studies. In the case of the Romantics,
however, it was precisely these paths and conventions that they sought
to escape. Consequently, this examination will not pursue the inefﬁcacious end of testing the conclusions of the Romantics considered here
against creedal Christianity, nor will it attempt to map their thought
against any speciﬁc formulation of Christian doctrine. Too often their
unorthodox methods and heterodox formulations have been misunderstood as irreligious when erroneously judged against the very orthodoxy
the Romantics sought to reform. Rather, this study will aim to trace out
their innovative route as they developed a language of aesthetics capable
of bringing transcendence to an age of immanence. For Schlegel, Hölderlin and Novalis, the traditional language of religious transcendence no
longer spoke to an age that thought and understood in a language of
immanence. Their project could not traverse more familiar routes. Instead
the three thinkers considered here sought to trace an unprecedented
course, integrating the polytheistic and pantheistic traditions within the
territory of the Platonic-Christian tradition, through the language of
Romantic aesthetics.
Finally, the integral role of Platonism in the thought of the three
Romantics considered in this study marks out their distinction from the
path which Schleiermacher would take. This may at ﬁrst seem an odd
claim given the pivotal role Schleiermacher as a philologist and classical
scholar played in the modern study of Plato. His translations became a
standard work in German, and his scholarship set parameters for the
development of Plato scholarship.15 Schleiermacher largely rejected the
theological and allegorical reading of Plato that had been established and
carried forward in the thought of other Romantics like Hölderlin and
15
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Schlegel, or idealists like Hegel and Schelling.16 In doing so, he was
following the late eighteenth-century rejection of the Neoplatonic
tradition of interpretation that had become the conventional understanding of Plato. Following this trend, Schleiermacher had instead sought a
much more highly contextualised and philologically informed reading of
Plato, avoiding the theological and allegorical reading that has incorporated Platonic thought into a tradition of Christian Platonism.17 Instead,
Schleiermacher advocated a far more scientiﬁc approach. The goal of this
approach, as he explained it, was to set out ‘an undoubtedly much more
accurate’ presentation of Plato’s thought than had hitherto been possible,
and to do so by illustrating ‘something about the scientiﬁc state [wissenschaftlichen Zustand] of the Hellenes at the time Plato began his
career, about the progress of language in relation to philosophical ideas,
about the writings of this kind available at the time, and the presumed
degree of their dissemination’.18 Here, Schleiermacher was following
above all the example of Wilhelm Gottlieb Tennemann’s major work
System der platonischen Philosophie (System of Platonic Philosophy,
1792–95), which had aimed to approach the philosophy of Plato in an
unmediated fashion.19
As this study demonstrates, Schleiermacher’s fellow Romantics would
come to Plato and Platonism with wholly different eyes, looking on the
tradition not so much as a subject of philological consideration, but as an
intellectual resource for nothing less than the renewal of religion. The
overwhelming philological approach of Schleiermacher would place him
in an alternate orientation to his fellow Romantics in particular, and to
Christian Platonism in general.20 Indeed Schleiermacher’s later theological work proceeds in a distinctively different direction from that of
the metaphysically orientated Romantics. The tradition of natural
theology, of which Christian Platonism was an integral part, seeks a
comprehensive metaphysical understanding of the universe, structured
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by procession and return, understanding creation as a realm of becoming,
and the being of God as the transcendent source of that becoming.
Schleiermacher’s theology may be read as inaugurating, within a postKantian context, a sharp distinction between the metaphysically orientated tradition of natural theology, and a positive theology which stressed
the historical facticity of Christianity. This received its fullest expression
later in the Der christliche Glaube (The Christian Faith, 1830/31), where
a dogmatic theology is elaborated on historical grounds. As such,
Schleiermacher can be understood as one of the inaugural thinkers of a
post-Kantian Protestant theological tradition that sought to distance itself
from Hellenised Christianity, something that may be seen in his consideration of the unconscious pagan resonances in Christianity.21 This is the
same insistence on the autonomy of theology that is taken up by Albrecht
Ritschl and his pupil Adolf von Harnack.22 All of this attests to Schleiermacher’s stature as a theologian and philologist, and indeed one of the
most inﬂuential ﬁgures of the nineteenth century in both ﬁelds. Notwithstanding, it also distinguishes him from his fellow Romantics. In effect,
this distinction clears a space that allows them to be heard alongside their
imposing fellow-traveller.
The re-contextualisation of Romanticism offered in this and Chapter 3
situates the movement in a broader philosophical narrative that makes its
religious concerns and realist inﬂuences explicit. This is possible by considering Romanticism beyond the conﬁnes of Kantian and post-Kantian
philosophy alone, whose important inﬂuence has often overshadowed a
more complex picture of realist renewal. Equally, it is achieved by examining the movement apart from the secularisation thesis, which has often
interpreted the Romanticism’s religious innovation as a turn away from
religion. The critique of the secularisation thesis, and the emergence of a
post-secular view of religion that is no longer dependent on an institutional deﬁnition, offers a new set of possibilities for understanding
Romantic religion.
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part ii
GIVE ME A PLACE TO STAND

The Absolute at the Turn
of the Nineteenth Century

Δος μοι που στω
– Archimedes

If the search for a language for transcendence in an age of immanence is
the primary motif of Romanticism, then the search for an immanent
absolute foundation is one of the primary motifs of modern philosophy.
These two searches were occasioned by the shift already outlined in Part I
of this study, away from a transcendent worldview, wherein intellectual
activity takes place on a vertical axis ultimately related to transcendent
extra-mundane reality, to an immanent worldview, where intellectual
activity occurs on a horizontal axis, without transcending sublunary
reality. In the case of transcendental realism, language was directly bound
up with religion, since the transcendentals, which determined the reality
of all things, transcended reality. Consequently, all language concerned
with transcendentals, whether theological or philosophical, scientiﬁc or
poetic, was related to the divine by virtue of the fact that the transcendentals had real, extra-mental reality that transcended the immanence of
their particularity. Alternately, in the context of the modern philosophical
enterprise, which eventually evolved into the transcendentals of Kant’s
critical philosophy, the transcendentals transcended objects in their application, but no longer possessed extra-mental reality, at least in a manner
that could be in any way afﬁrmed. This in turn sets the deﬁning task of
modern philosophy, which is to locate an absolute ground within
immanence to take the place of the transcendent absolute of ontological
realism. Equally, it sets the task of Romanticism, which is to regain a
language of transcendence for an age of immanence. This second part of
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the study sets out the context from which the Romantic task would
emerge.
Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi believed that the task modern philosophy
had set itself – to search out an immanent absolute – was impossible. He
began his most important work with the epigraph ‘Δος μοι που στω [Give
me a place to stand]’, taken from Archimedes.1 Implicit in this statement
is the abiding problem of all attempts at explanation: the impossibility of
a removed, objective vantage point from which to view the whole that is
the object of explanation. It betrays the inescapable fact that all our
attempts at understanding begin in medias res, and never ab ovo. With
this, according to Jacobi, we realise that our observations are beholden to
the categories that shape them and that the subject and the object are
always interdependent. The impossibility of an apodictically knowable
absolute ground, and what this meant for explanation, was the primary
concern of Jacobi. It is, therefore, ironic that his interest in drawing
attention to this lack of a starting point becomes the ideal point of
departure for an introduction to the historical landscape out of which
Romanticism would emerge. Ultimately for the Romantics, modern philosophy would be unable to provide a satisfactory immanent absolute, as
Jacobi had claimed, and this would lead to the movement’s search for a
renewed language of transcendence.
Chapter 5 will begin by taking up two attempts of conceiving an
immanent absolute by examining the philosophy of Spinoza and Fichte,
both of whom are essential for understanding the intellectual environment from which Early German Romanticism emerged. As the study
advances, Spinoza will feature prominently in the following chapters on
Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, Johann Gottfried Herder and Karl Phillip
Moritz, where the inﬂuence of his philosophy is elaborated on and
debated in the context of the critique of the immanent absolute offered
by each of these three thinkers. In Part III, Fichte’s philosophy takes an
increasingly visible role as the development of Romantic religion is
traced through the thought of Schlegel, Hölderlin and Novalis, all of
whom are inﬂuenced by Fichte’s concept of the ‘I’ but reject its role as
an immanent absolute.
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In establishing this starting point, especially in the case of Jacobi,
Herder and Moritz, it is necessary to provide the commonplace apology
for nominating particular ﬁgures from the complexity of the intellectual
landscape out of which Romanticism came. This landscape is a varied and
complicated terrain, where many beautiful and awful places call one to
wander; yet the case may be made for focusing on the contributions of
these particular ﬁgures. The importance of these ﬁgures has often been
overlooked or misunderstood when examining Romanticism, something
that has perhaps compounded the general lack of appreciation for the
religious nature of the Romantic project.2 At the core of the considerations of each was an argument for a transcendent absolute alternative to
the immanent absolute proposed by either Spinoza or Fichte. In Chapter 6,
we will see how Jacobi defends a transcendent realist position against
Spinoza’s immanent monism. In opposition to the faltering Aufklärung,
Jacobi argued that any attempt to philosophically construct absolute
being not only rendered it inﬁnitely distant but ended in nihilism. He
maintained that rational inquiry, exempliﬁed by Spinoza, denied freedom,
individuality, and ultimately the existence of God, by rendering the divine
as ‘only immanent’.3 In initiating his critique, Jacobi drove abstract
philosophical issues into the centre of public intellectual debate, making
the problem of a language adequate to the divine the dominant issue of
the day. As we shall see, in Chapter 7, in the ensuing pantheism
controversy, Herder accepted and enforced Jacobi’s critique of rational
theology but developed a highly modiﬁed version of Spinoza, replacing
substance monism with the notion of force, manifest in myriad forms and
present not just in natural laws but also in the unfolding of human
history. Perhaps most compelling, in Chapter 8, we ﬁnd in Moritz the
breakdown of this transcendent-immanent dichotomy in the inﬁnite
nature of the ﬁnite artistic creation. Moritz developed Herder’s notion
2
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of force into a theory of aesthetics, and then mythology. His concept of
artistic production allowed the artist to participate in the divine creative
process and to generate a representation of totality that momentarily
suspended the self without threatening the nihilism of abstract
speculation.
Jacobi, Herder and Moritz are not traditionally considered to be
Romantic. Instead, they have variously been designated as belonging to
the Aüfklarung, Gefühlphilosophie, or the Sturm und Drang. These divisions and characterisations, while sometimes helpful, have also obscured
the trajectory of the realist revival which this study examines. After all,
such an expansion of Romanticism is justiﬁed by one of the primary goals
of the movement itself, which was to seek a unity among the increasingly
divergent disciplines. Schlegel famously wrote: ‘All art should become
science and all science art; poetry and philosophy should be united.’4
Within their circle, the early Romantics sought to practice Sympoesie,
Symkritik and Symphilosophie, in what Novalis called a ‘Geisterfamilie’
that overcame the boundaries of both discipline and authorship.5 In
focusing on the problem of the immanent and transcendent absolutes,
we gain an alternative account of Early German Romanticism to that
traditionally offered by scholarship, where primacy has been given to
problems arising from Kantian subjectivity, and resolved through the
inﬂuence of Kantian aesthetics. By ﬁrst examining the ﬁgures of Jacobi,
Herder and Moritz, and tracing the question of the absolute toward the
end of the eighteenth century, it is possible to gain a greater appreciation
for the realist background of Romantic religious thought, which allowed
the Romantics to develop a new aesthetic language for a transcendent
absolute in an age of immanence.
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5
The Immanent Absolute
Spinoza and Fichte

At the close of the eighteenth century, Germany was gripped by two farreaching public debates: the Pantheismusstreit and the Atheismusstreit.1
The former concerned the alleged Spinozism of the Enlightenment ﬁgure
Lessing (see Chapter 6), while the latter addressed the alleged atheism of
Fichte’s philosophy. Together these twin controversies electriﬁed discussion in the salons, popular media and academic journals of the day with
talk of fatalism, atheism and nihilism in relation to the conclusions of
Spinoza’s rationalism and Fichte’s idealism. The question of pantheism
would eventually lead to a remarkable Spinoza-renaissance in Germany
(see Chapters 6 and 7), while the accusation of atheism would eventually
result in Fichte resigning his position at the University of Jena, and the
eventual migration of the idealist camp to Berlin. As the Romantics would
encounter them, the philosophies of Spinoza and Fichte represented more
than the proposals of two philosophers; they constituted two basic philosophical orientations, each providing a proposal for an immanent foundational absolute.
If the aim of establishing the immanent absolute was approached ab
extra, as in the substance monism of Spinoza, the foundation becomes the
1
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one monist substance that constitutes all reality. Alternately, if
approached ab intra, as with the transcendental idealism of Fichte, then
the foundation becomes the principle of the ‘I’. Consequently, while both
philosophies radically diverge from one another – Spinoza designating the
single substance that constitutes all reality as absolute, and Fichte designating the principle of the ‘I’ which thinks all reality as absolute – there
was also a radical convergence, with both sharing the conviction of the
modern project to ﬁnd an immanent absolute. This is something Novalis
would point out. Comparing the philosophies of Spinoza and Fichte, he
wrote: ‘Metaphorically they are like two pyramids that have a single
point. They are like one line. Here, it is the image of nature – there the
image of the I.’2 For both Fichte and Spinoza, their respective foundational principle’s constituted the ground of all contingency and that
whose non-existence would constitute respectively an ontological or
logical contradiction. With Spinoza and Fichte, the Romantics encountered two extremes of philosophy, both of which were capable of addressing a number of philosophical problems, and equally generating their own
accompanying set of difﬁculties.

the substance-monism of spinoza
In the ﬁrst part of his Ethics Spinoza considered the question of the nature
of existence. The two important concepts of ‘God’ and ‘substance’ ﬁgure
centrally in his answer, which is best expressed in two of the propositions
he offers: ‘Except God, no substance can be or be conceived’ and ‘Whatever is, is in God, and nothing can be or be conceived without God.’3
Spinoza arrives at these propositions through his own version of the
ontological argument, wherein he identiﬁes God as substance, and substance to be entirely unique. Therefore, while the conventional version of
the ontological argument proves that God necessarily exists, Spinoza’s
version additionally holds that it is only God that exists.
Spinoza begins his ontological deliberations with a deﬁnition of causa
sui: ‘By cause of itself I understand that whose essence involves existence,
or that whose nature cannot be conceived except as existing.’4 This
starting point is reﬂective of Spinoza’s overall philosophical method of
proceeding by rational deduction, moving from self-evident ideas to an
understanding of reality. Spinoza deﬁnes a substance as that which ‘is
2
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conceived through itself’ and ‘whose concept does not require the concept
of another thing from which it must be formed’.5 It is the nature of a
substance, therefore, not to be limited by anything else, consequently
rendering it unique and inﬁnite since the existence of another substance
would restrict its nature. Equally, it is impossible for a substance to be
newly conceived, since the act of conceiving of it is to establish its
necessary existence. Finally, since substance exists from the necessity of
its nature alone, it alone is free.6 Accordingly, within Spinoza’s system it
was strictly impossible to suppose that things could be otherwise, because
to do so would be to suppose the existence of another substance, which
was impossible. This unique, inﬁnite, necessary and free substance is what
Spinoza called God.7 The divine, therefore, was not transcendent of the
world but indistinguishable from it: ‘God is the immanent, not the transitive, cause of all things.’8 All things are caused by the one substance in
which they inhere, and since ‘everything that is, is in God’, God is the
causal explanation for everything.9
Spinoza’s oft-quoted formulation ‘Deus sive Natura’ meant that it was
possible to conceive of the world in two separate ways beneath one
inﬁnite substance. When individuals contemplated the creator and the
eternal, they gained an ever-greater understanding of the divine mind.
This was to understand God as natura naturans, as an active creative
principle intelligible through itself. Equally, the investigation of the
created and the temporal brought individuals closer to divine ends. This
was to understand God as natura naturata, as the product of creation
intelligible through inﬁnite modes.10 Therefore, the philosophical meditation on God and the scientiﬁc contemplation of nature were not mutually
exclusive of one another. Rather, they approached the one substance of
God from different perspectives. Both of these forms of knowledge,
proceeding from the formal essence of God’s attributes and the essence
of things, have the ethical end of lessening the individual passions and
increasing love toward the immutable.11
Spinoza’s substance monism held out a range of beneﬁts, addressing
key modern problems by proposing an immanent absolute principle. It
appeared to offer an understanding of the divine that was not limited to
either the supernatural God of historical revelation and miracles or the
abstract God of deism. Furthermore, the notion of deus sive natura made
both the divine nature and nature divine, offering a way to overcome the
5
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growing rift between the scientiﬁc and the religious, or reason and revelation, by describing an underlying unity to both. Beyond these beneﬁts,
Spinoza had the reputation of a heterodox thinker whose thought had
long served as a vehicle for various protestant radicals who had argued
for religious liberty in the form of a priesthood of all believers, possible
through God’s immanence. This loaned his thought a reforming cachet
that appealed to the revolutionary spirit of the age, which argued not only
against the established church but the Augsburg Confession’s identiﬁcation of the church with the state, and the contention that revelation
resided solely with the Bible. The inﬂuence of Spinoza’s position is most
readily observed in the ideas elaborated in the remaining chapters of this
part of the study.
However, counteracting these beneﬁts were a number of problems that
plagued the Spinozist position. His substance monism meant that all
things exist necessarily, in thoroughgoing interdependence. This generated a paradoxical understanding both of what God was and what it was
to be a human being. Spinoza’s assignment of the attribution of extension
to God seemed to render the divine material, essentially making his
philosophy atheist. Furthermore, the ‘I’, so central to Descartes and
Fichte, was rendered fundamentally problematic, through the reduction
of individuality to a mode of a single substance. This threatened individuality, self-sufﬁciency and freedom in a revolutionary age that held these
abstract concepts as ideals. As Jacobi’s critique would later illustrate,
Spinoza’s thoroughgoing rationalism made it possible to accuse him of
a cascade of problems beginning with determinism and leading to
fatalism, atheism and ultimately nihilism.

the absolute ‘i’ of fichte
The importance of Fichte for the Romantics is well documented. Indeed,
as the reception history of Romanticism has demonstrated, the difﬁculty
has been the overacknowledgement of his inﬂuence. At the centre
of Fichte’s philosophy is the foundational self-determining activity of
the ‘I’.12 Though his thought departed radically from Kant, Fichte always
12
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maintained that the primacy his philosophy gave to the ‘I’ meant that it
proceeded in the spirit of Kantian idealism.13 What Fichte was in essence
carrying out in the Wissenschaftslehre was an extension of Kant’s transcendental deduction, which had established the objectivity of the subjective a priori conditions of the possibility of experience.14 Fichte
presented his system through the various iterations of the Wissenschaftslehre, whose sixteen versions attest to its nature as a work in constant
progress. Here, however, only the early versions of his work need
concern us.15
Fichte’s philosophical programme sought to establish the ground of
experience by locating an object that lay outside experience. For this, he
turned to the freedom of the ‘I’, which he understood as the basis for,
rather than an object of, experience. Unlike representations from experience that are accompanied by necessity, the freely acting intellect, which
can only be produced and not demonstrated, constitutes the foundation
of experience and the basis for consciousness in the Wissenschaftslehre.
Fichte argued that philosophy need not generate its own ﬁrst principle;
rather, it had only to engage the living, internal self-acting ego, able to
initiate an action free from a series of causes. Accordingly, the ﬁrst
principle of the ‘I’ was not a fact of content (ThatSache), but a fact of
action (ThatHandlung). The ThatHandlung, an act that is both its own
object and product, designates the original productive activity of the ‘I’,
and thus provides the starting point for a transcendental deduction of
experience:
If [philosophy] begins with a fact [ThatSache], then it places itself in a world of
being and ﬁnitude, and it will be difﬁcult for it to discover any path leading from
this world to an inﬁnite and super-sensible one; if it begins with an act
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[ThatHandlung], then it arises at the precise point where these two worlds are
connected with each other and from which they can both be overlooked in a
single view.16

According to Fichte, the ‘I’ provides the condition for being and is that by
which all being is conditioned. He comes to this concept of the ‘I’ through
a process in which he abstracts all being until he arrives at the conscious
subject alone. At this point, however, the ‘I’ calls forth the ‘not-I’: ‘Insofar
as the “I” exists only for itself, a being outside of the “I” must also
necessarily arise for the same “I” at the same time.’17 From this, Fichte
sees that the ‘I’ contains within itself the ground of being and that all
being is conditioned by the self. This does not mean in the case of the
individual that the self creates the external world in a God-like manner,
but it does mean that the external becomes a reality for us only when it is
posited through our own consciousness in the unity of our apperception.
The ‘I’ becomes an act of comprehension only when opposed to the ‘notI’. Fichte describes this act of thinking the ‘I’ as a form of ‘intellectual
intuition’.18 When one intuits the self, one performs the act by means of
which the ‘I’ originates for the self: ‘It [intellectual intuition] is the immediate consciousness that I act, and of what I do. It is through this that it is
possible for me to know something because I do it.’19 The intellectual
intuition of the ‘I’ cannot be understood or demonstrated by means of
concepts, only discovered immediately by the self.
Just as Spinoza’s position responded to a number of concerns, Fichte’s
Wissenschaftslehre offered a philosophy of action that both reﬂected and
appealed to the revolutionary spirit of the age. In the freedom of idealism,
explained Fichte, the self was not preceded by anything but was primary
and absolute. Fichte’s ‘I’ is absolute insofar as it offers a foundational
principle. However, the notions of both absolute and foundation must be
qualiﬁed within the context of the Wissenschaftslehre. Inasmuch as the ‘I’
posits itself as absolute or unlimited, its self-positing also posits its own
limitation. For the ‘I’ to discover itself, it must discover itself as limited. It
is only through the Anstoß, a kind of limit or brake on the ‘I’, wherein it
16
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encounters its own ﬁnitude, that it is able to become conscious of its
experience of itself and the world. In terms of the foundational nature of
the absolute ‘I’, the original and subsequent acts of self-positing conditioned by it remain obscure. However, Fichte’s philosophy seeks to analyse a single synthetic act, in which the ‘I’ posits its inﬁnity and its ﬁnitude,
its freedom and limitation.
Fichte considered his position to be deﬁnitively different from the
dogmatic philosophy that had preceded him. Dogmatism considered the
object without the intellect, thereby rejecting the self-sufﬁciency of the ‘I’
and with it freedom. Equally, it made the ‘I’ the product of an external
object, negating its freedom and reducing the self to a material object.20 In
making such claims, Fichte had in mind both Karl Leonhard Reinhold’s
foundational use of the thing in itself and Jacobi’s dialogical ‘I-thou’
formulation of consciousness. For Fichte, the choice between his own
idealism and dogmatism was not merely philosophical, but ethical and
personal. Dogmatism was the philosophy of those who deﬁned themselves by external powers, while those who determined themselves
through a sense of freedom and self-sufﬁciency espoused idealism.
The appeal of Fichte to the Romantics, as young members of a disenfranchised emergent Bürgertum, whose options largely seemed to consist
of becoming tutors or clergymen, is clear. Fichte’s emphasis on the ‘I’, on
action and on self-deﬁnition reﬂected the revolutionary age of which he
was a part. The free creation of the self out of the Absolute ‘I’, unbeholden
to any authority or tradition, provided a justiﬁed philosophical alternative to the ancien régime. This was reﬂected in Fichte’s own practical
lectures on the vocation of a scholar, published as Einige Vorlesungen
über die Bestimmung des Gelehrten (1794), and later in his famous Die
Reden an die deutsche Nation (1808). Schlegel, Hölderlin and Novalis all
attended some of Fichte’s early lectures and were drawn into dialogue
with his proposals. Yet while each of the Romantics ultimately came to
question Fichte’s programme, particularly the absolute primacy he
seemed to grant to the ‘I’, he was instrumental in shaping key aspects of
their thought. By reinforcing the insights of idealism and Kant’s Copernican turn, Fichte demonstrated the importance of the ‘I’ in structuring
experience, which would always remain key to Romantic philosophy.
Equally, his notion of a philosophy of action fundamentally contributed
to what would become the Romantic rejection of a philosophy of
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discursive foundationalism, and what would come to be its characterisation of philosophy as a process of inﬁnite striving.
However, as with Spinoza’s attempt to ﬁnd an immanent absolute
ground, there were also problems. The absolute primacy Fichte assigned
to the ‘I’ would come to be criticised by the Romantics and others as onesided subjective idealism, unable to account for the independence of the
external world or other selves.21 Furthermore, within the system of the
Wissenschaftslehre, Fichte had sought to develop a philosophy of religion
based on the transcendental deduction of religious belief, which argued
that God could arise only from moral considerations and that God’s
existence could not be distinguished from this moral order.22 According
to Fichte, to will in accord with the moral law was the full essence of
religious faith and practice. Religion traditionally conceived as theology
and ministry could arise within this context, such as in the case of the
interpretation of historical religious documents or through conducting
practical activities. These remained acceptable, so long as they assisted,
and did not contravene, the fulﬁlment of the moral law. Jacobi, critiquing
Fichte’s transcendental idealism, accused him of abolishing natural faith
in an unknown God, with artiﬁcial faith in a known God of law.
According to Jacobi, what Fichte had accomplished was essentially a
transﬁguration of materialism to idealism, by re-stating Spinozism from
the standpoint of idealist subjectivity. This inverted Spinozism equally
offered an immanantised version of the divinity, subject to the same
accusation of atheism directed against substance monism.23
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6
Jacobi and the Transcendence of the Absolute

Assessments of Jacobi, when he is acknowledged, have varied widely. He
has been portrayed as a defender of Christianity and a proponent of a
thoroughly secular religiosity, as a reactionary conservative and a champion of liberalism, as an overlooked intellect or hack philosopher and selfpromoter and, ﬁnally, as an irrational ﬁdeist, or Schwärmer, and a
defender of a measured view of reason.1 All of these have an element of
truth, but they also betray the challenge Jacobi presents to his readers.
Equally, this range of conﬂicting interpretations has obscured the important role and nature of the absolute within his philosophy. Jacobi was
deeply involved in the events of his day, not merely as a contributor but as
1
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a fundamental inﬂuence on their direction, helping to shape educated
German public opinion at a time when the German-speaking lands were
becoming the centre of a new philosophical debate. His works posed,
rather than answered, some of the main questions of his age, placing
centre-stage the problem of the absolute.
Given the importance of Jacobi in determining the landscape from
which Romanticism would grow and in which critical philosophy
would be received, he has not been afforded a tremendous amount of
scholarly attention compared with that of his contemporaries.2 More
recently, however, this has started to change with the renewed attention
in historical philosophy and literary studies given to idealism and its
precursors around the turn of the last century, as well as new editions of
his work.3 Increasingly, the scholarly consideration of Jacobi shows
that he was far from the anti-Aufklärer that he has often been portrayed
to be. Rather, he is best seen as both a critic and defender of the
Enlightenment. He attempted to safeguard the enlightened notion of
individualism and freedom and to critique the rational extremism that
he thought threatened it. Jacobi’s abiding concern was philosophy’s
tendency to abstraction. According to Jacobi, for the sake of explanation, philosophy subordinated the conditions of existence – ﬁnitude,
contingency and belief which could not be fully logically elaborated or
veriﬁed by observation – to the conditions of thought, therein subverting freedom, individualism, choice and action. This, for Jacobi, engendered the threat of nihilism that was modern philosophy’s unbidden
brother.
Jacobi’s background provides an important insight into his philosophical motivations. He was born in Düsseldorf in 1743, the second
son of a well-to-do merchant. According to his own accounts, he was
given to extremes of piety from his early youth and constantly troubled
2
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by questions concerning the existence of God and the problem of
abstract thought.4 After his conﬁrmation, he joined a society of Pietists
whose emphasis on religious feeling enforced these tendencies. In his
youth he went to school in Geneva, where he studied under the tutelage
of the famous mathematician and physicist Georges-Louis Le Sage.
Under him, Jacobi became acquainted with traditional scholastic metaphysics. There he also came in contact with French thought, particularly that of Rousseau. His reading of Émile (1761), especially the
so-titled ‘Profession of Faith of a Savoyard Vicar’, strengthened his
belief that one should never submit to a system of thought unless it
could be tested against actual existence and did not contradict one’s
feeling of the divine. Though his desire was to continue his education at
Glasgow, studying for a medical degree, his father would not permit
this, and he returned to Düsseldorf and the family business. Its success
after his father’s death allowed him to entrust his business affairs to his
brother-in-law and to dedicate himself to his public literary and philosophical activities.
After brieﬂy holding government positions in the Court at Munich,
from which he was dismissed for his liberal views, he published a defence
of Adam Smith’s economic thought.5 He then married and, at Pemplefort
outside Düsseldorf, established with his wife an important salon which
became known as a centre for the discussion of liberal ideas. He also
carried out an extended correspondence with the most important thinkers
of his day and was instrumental in founding with Christoph Martin
Wieland Der Teutsche Merkur, a leading literary periodical that was
instrumental in establishing a national literature. Those who visited him
and with whom he corresponded were some of the most important names
of his age, including Goethe, Herder, Diderot, Wieland, Johann Kaspar
Lavater, Alexander and Wilhelm Humboldt, François Hemsterhuis,
Johann Georg Hamann, Duchess Anna Amalia, Princess Adelheid Amalie
Gallitzin and Sophie von la Roche.
Jacobi involved himself in three major public disputes during his
lifetime. The ﬁrst of these, and the main concern here, was the so-called
Pantheismusstreit, or pantheism controversy, that started in 1785 between
Jacobi and Mendelssohn and which centred on Lessing’s alleged Spinozism. In 1799, he became involved in the Atheismusstreit, or atheism
controversy, at the request of Johann Kaspar Lavater, writing an open
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letter to Fichte in which he restated his objections to philosophy in general
and idealism in particular, arguing that Fichte’s position had succeeded
only in restating Spinozism from the standpoint of subjectivity. The third
major dispute in which he became involved started in 1809 between
himself and Schelling. It was instigated by Schelling’s criticism of Jacobi’s
understanding of Spinoza. In response, Jacobi attacked Schelling’s nature
philosophy.6 Jacobi’s particular talent was to involve himself in intellectual debates that would attract public attention. These served the function
of highlighting the problems which he felt should be at the centre of public
debate. In doing so, as will be considered, he often chose somewhat
notorious ﬁgures, such as the supposedly anti-religious Spinoza or
Hume, or the mystical enthusiast Lavater, to argue for his position. His
polemical, bricolage style often used ideas surprisingly out of context,
creatively misreading or appropriating them to articulate his position, a
technique that often led to various dismissals of his thought and accusations against his character.
In addition to his involvement in these public disputations, Jacobi
undertook extensive travel, calling on a number of ﬁgures in Germany
as well as visiting London in 1786 and Paris in 1801. Though he was ﬁrst
exposed to French philosophy, it was British thought that was to have the
most decisive impact on his thinking. Jacobi remained an Anglophile
throughout his life, and in much of his work a comparison between
British and French thought can be seen. He argued that the former gave
virtue a practical dignity that would not allow it to be instrumentalised,
while the latter was too prone to abstraction, and therefore tended to
collapse into materialism.7 In this manner Jacobi’s work is often philosophically close to moral sentiment theory and stylistically similar to
sentimentalism. In his later years Jacobi was appointed to re-organise
the Bayerische Akademie der Wissenschaften (Bavarian Academy of
Sciences), and eventually became its president. In 1812 Jacobi retired
and began to prepare his collected works, dying in 1819 before he was
able to complete this ﬁnal project.
The pantheism controversy, which is most important for the development of Romanticism, centred around the limits of Enlightenment
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rational philosophy, with Spinoza’s supposedly atheistic thought
acting as the exemplar of its overextension. As such, Jacobi is portrayed as an anti-Enlightenment ﬁgure, bringing about the end of the
Aüfklarung, or German Enlightenment, through what has often been
characterised as an irrationalist stance that championed faith and
Christianity over reason and Enlightenment. Because of the important
effects of the pantheism controversy, Jacobi’s role in the end of the
Enlightenment has been emphasised to the detriment of his inﬂuence
on Romanticism. In the German context, the Enlightenment had
already been challenged from a number of quarters, not least the
Sturm und Drang (Storm and Stress) literary movement, which
reached its height in the 1770s with the eponymous drama by Friedrich Maximilian Klinger, published in 1776. In 1781, Kant’s ﬁrst
Kritik appeared, taking up the acknowledged problems of Enlightenment rational speculation. Finally, in 1786, Friedrich II of Prussia
died, after forty-six years of actively encouraging Enlightenment
thought, and was replaced by the more conservative Friedrich
Wilhelm II. It was in this environment that Jacobi would publish his
Über die Lehre des Spinoza in Briefen an den Herrn Moses
Mendelssohn (Concerning the Doctrine of Spinoza in the Letters of
Herr Moses Mendelssohn), in 1785.
Rather than seeing Jacobi as the vanquisher of a movement that was
already waning, his thought is better viewed as an attempt to address the
issues that this collapse had occasioned, particularly in relation to religion, and the effect his work had on the developments which followed,
speciﬁcally Frühromantik. The import of Jacobi as such is not in developing a well-deﬁned philosophical position but in illustrating the constancy
of a problem: that of the modern philosophical attempt to ﬁnd an
immanent absolute, and all the associated problems that such a term
entails. The development of Jacobi’s thought is deﬁned by his concern
with the absolute and is characterised by his lack of clarity about how to
approach it. Examining how and why he comes to hold these concerns
helps us to trace the contours of the landscape from which Romanticism
would emerge. Two works are primarily important in relation to this
problem: the ﬁrst edition of Über die Lehre des Spinoza, and David
Hume über den Glauben, oder Idealismus und Realismus (David Hume
on Faith, or Idealism and Realism, 1787). First, however, it is necessary
to turn to Jacobi’s reading of one of Kant’s early pre-critical works,
Der einzig mögliche Beweisgrund zu einer Demonstration des Daseins
Gottes (The One Possible Basis for a Demonstration of the Existence of
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God, 1763), which, as Jacobi explained, had an extensive effect on the
development of his own thought.8

jacobi and kant
In his David Hume, between the two major philosophical sections that
comprise the text proper, Jacobi provides a brief autobiographical section
where he describes how, from his early days, he was plagued with a kind
of philosophical scepticism, which was the cause of accusations of stupidity, obstinacy and antagonism.9 Finding himself unable to grasp abstraction, Jacobi required that propositions be established genetically. But in
time, he writes, through a supportive tutor and his own reading, he came
to see it was not that abstraction was beyond his comprehension but
rather that so much abstraction was built on error. This was re-enforced
by his reading of Kant’s pre-critical work Der einzig mögliche Beweisgrund zu einer Demonstration des Daseins Gottes. In Kant’s essay, Jacobi
writes that he ‘found adumbrations and disclosures that could not have
suited [his own] needs better’.10 Kant’s work was written in response to a
question set by the Prussian Royal Academy on the topic of ‘Evidence in
the Metaphysical Sciences’. The paper did not win the prize; that honour
went to none other than Moses Mendelssohn, whose essay Jacobi unsurprisingly found disappointing. Despite this, Kant’s essay did not go
unnoticed. Mendelssohn commented favourably on it, while contrastingly
in Vienna it was placed on the index of proscribed texts for its conclusions
concerning the ontological argument.11
In his essay, Kant takes up the problem of absolute being in a consideration of the ontological argument. In opposition to the thrust of the
classical theistic proof, Kant ﬁrst makes the claim that he would later
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repeat in the ﬁrst Kritik, that ‘existence is not a predicate.’12 To demonstrate the truth of a proposition concerning existence, the source of one’s
cognition concerning the object, as either seeing or accepting testimony,
must be evaluated. To say that existence is not a predicate means that:
‘The concept of the subject only contains predicates of possibility’;13 that
is, ‘no more is posited in a real thing than is posited in a merely possible
thing.’14 Relating this conclusion back to the ontological proof, Kant
claims:
If I say: ‘God is omnipotent’ all that is being thought is the logical relation between
God and omnipotence, for the latter is a characteristic mark of the former.
Nothing further is being posited here. Whether God is, that is to say, whether
God is posited absolutely or exists [absolute gesetzt sei oder existiere], is not
contained in the original assertion at all.15

In Kant’s reasoning, the existence of the subject must be presupposed
since predicates are indeterminate with respect to the existence of their
subject.
This brings up the problem of what being does, in fact, mean. Kant
resolves this question by ﬁrst determining being to be identical with
‘positing or setting’, and this can have two meanings as either relative
or absolute.16 In the case of the former, something is posited in relation to
something else (e.g. in ‘A is B’, A is relative to B). In the latter form of
positing, however, ‘what is considered is not merely this relation, but the
thing posited in and for itself.’17 In such a case, Kant continues, ‘being is
the same as existence.’18 There is no relation between A and another
predicate, but simply A in relation to itself. In the case of absolute
positing, ‘the thing itself, with all predicates, is absolutely [ist schlechthin
gesetzt].’19 Such absolute positing carries with it what Kant calls ‘absolute
real necessity [die absolute Realnothwendigkeit]’, and as such it is the
‘ultimate foundation [Hauptgrund]’.20 Not to make this absolute postulation cancels existence by eliminating the ultimate ground on which all
relative postulates can be thought. Accordingly, Kant’s formulation
allows for the isolation of a single absolute real necessity by the removal
of all predicates. This is absolute being: ‘Since existence is not a predicate,
contingency cannot be applied at all to existence.’21 Existence, or being, is
therefore the single absolute real necessity.
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Kant then considers the characteristics of this absolute independent
being and concludes that it must be unique, simple, immutable, and
therefore ‘the supreme reality [die höchste Realität]’22 and, somewhat less
convincingly, a mind.23 With this list of characteristics one can see how
Kant’s consideration of existence ineluctably leads back to a consideration of divinity. Kant summarises:
There exists something absolute necessarily [schlechterdings notwendig]. It is one
in its essence; it is simple in its substance; it is a mind according to its nature; it is
eternal in its duration; it is immutable in its constitution; and it is all-sufﬁcient in
respect of all that is possible and real. It is a god. I am not here offering a
determinate deﬁnition of the concept of God . . . But I am certain that the being,
whose existence we have just proved, is precisely the divine being, whose differing
characteristics will be reduced, in one way or another, to the most concise
formula.24

Kant considers his position an improvement on the articulations of God’s
existence as found in Cartesian, Leibnizian and Spinozist considerations
of God based on the fact that his deliberation is purely a priori. It does
not, he argues, presuppose the thinker, other minds or external reality. It
is simply ‘an argument derived from the internal characteristic mark of
absolute necessity’.25 Concerning Descartes, he argues that it provides a
more sound ground than the cogito: ‘I who think am not such an absolutely necessary being, for I am not the ground of all reality and I am
subject to change.’26 Referencing Leibniz, he argues that it allows for the
existence of evil, without having to argue that it is necessarily part of the
best of all possible worlds: ‘the world is not an accident of God, for there
are to be found within the world conﬂict, deﬁciency, changeability, all of
which are the opposites of the determinations to be found in the divinity.’27 Finally, contra Spinoza, he argues that it does not reduce all reality
into a single monistic substance: ‘God is not the only substance which
exists; all other substances only exist in dependence upon God.’28
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Kant would later struggle to deal with this point in the context of the
critical philosophy, arguing alternatively between the necessary and regulative existence of being. In the ﬁrst Kritik, Kant describes the
unconditioned as that ‘which reason necessarily and with every right
demands in things in themselves for everything that is conditioned’.29 In
the third Kritik, the super sensible ‘provides the unifying principle that
arises out of the conﬂict between mechanism and teleology’.30 However,
as this principle is transcendent, it remains beyond the limits of the
understanding because of the limits Kant had placed on the use of
reason.31 The unconditioned is the goal of reason, but remains forever
outside determination, and is therefore regulative. That is, it is an idea
that unites our transcendental experience to the thing in itself, but it
remains an idea.32 Elsewhere, however, in the same text, Kant claims that
there is necessarily a systematic unity between reason and nature that
necessarily proceeds the subject–object distinction since without it there
should be no reason, no coherent understanding, and no mark of empirical truth.33 Therefore, the systematic unity of nature made possible by
the unconditioned is necessary for us to overcome the dualism that is
deﬁnitive of human thought. This sense of unity itself seems to be based
on Kant’s distinction between the intuitive nature of the divine mind and
the discursive nature of the human mind, the former being responsible for
creating its object of knowledge directly, and therefore possessing a nonmediated relationship to it.34
While the challenges that were presented to Kant would portend the
centrality of the issue to Romantic considerations, in Kant’s pre-critical
consideration of being Jacobi found the genetic foundation of all the
thought that had initially been the cause of his scepticism toward speculation. All the more, this foundation was absolute being, the divine itself.
The divine was necessary for existence, as the ground of predication, and
therefore the foundation of all speculative thought concerning reality.
This also led Jacobi to make one of his most inﬂuential claims: that there
is no ‘I’ without a ‘thou’ and that this relationship is possible and stable
only through the existence of a transcendent God. This transcendent
foundation occupied a negative relationship to speculation. It was the
ground of the self and of speculation, but itself could not be an object of
speculation. As such, philosophical concerns pointed ineluctably to theological ones, as knowledge pointed to faith. To make the transcendent
29
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absolute an object of speculation was to undermine both a philosophical
and a theological necessity. It was the defence of this necessity that would
come to form the central concern of Jacobi’s writings.

the problem with immanence: the spinoza letters
The text that would begin Jacobi’s defence of the absolute from becoming
an object of speculation was Jacobi’s Über die Lehre des Spinoza in
Briefen an den Herrn Moses Mendelssohn, or what Jacobi called his
Spinozabüchlein. It had its origins in July of 1780, when Jacobi visited
the ducal library at Wolfenbüttel, where Gotthold Ephraim Lessing was
the librarian.35 During this visit, in an exchange later recorded by
Jacobi,36 Lessing conﬁded his support for Spinozism, a position that
was synonymous with atheism and fatalism. Sometime after this, in the
summer of 1783, Jacobi learned of Moses Mendelssohn’s intention to
write a book in memory of Lessing, who had died in 1781. Mendelssohn,
a leading ﬁgure of the Berlin Aufklärung, began his lifelong friendship
with Lessing in 1754, and the relationship was such that Mendelssohn
was likely the model for the main character in one of Lessing’s most
famous plays Nathan der Weise (Nathan the Wise, 1779), which called
for religious tolerance on the lines of enlightened rationalism. Jacobi
wrote to Mendelssohn asking whether he knew of Lessing’s Spinozism.
After questioning the veracity of Jacobi’s claim, the two decided to enter
into debate concerning Lessing’s Spinozism in the autumn of 1784. However, a year passed, with Jacobi suffering the death of both his wife and a
child, and then a period of ill health. During this time Jacobi learned from
a mutual acquaintance that Mendelssohn intended to publish the ﬁrst
volume of his book on Lessing without resolving the debate. In reply,
Jacobi hastily assembled the text that became his Spinozabüchlein.
The ensuing clash came to be known as the Pantheism Controversy,
something of a misnomer given the matter of debate, which was the wider
question of the possibility of rational demonstration, with pantheism
35
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being one result of unlimited speculation. As such, Jacobi’s book was part
of a critique of the Aufklärung already under way by the Sturm und
Drang movement and others such as the Emkendorfer Kreis (which
included Jacobi, Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock, Matthias Claudius, Johann
Caspar Lavater and Johann Heinrich Voß) and the historically critical
and holistic so-called Gefühlsphilosophie (feeling-philosophy) of Johann
Georg Hamann and Herder. However, the public impact of the controversy was such that it marked a turning point in the debate, bringing
about the end of the Berlin Aufklärung, allowing for the popularisation of
Kantian critical philosophy and generating a number of questions that
were taken up by both Romanticism and idealism.
As a leading ﬁgure of the Aufklärung, Lessing’s support of Spinoza’s
philosophy had signiﬁcant implications. In the spirit of national unity, his
aesthetic theory broke with French Classicism, and his Bürgerliches
Trauerspiel (bourgeois tragedy), ﬁrst presented in Miss Sara Sampson
(1755), represented the political concerns of an emerging middle class.
His Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts (The Education of the
Human Race, full version, 1780) put forward a historico-philosophical
interpretation of the relationship between revelation and reason and
promised a vision of future human perfection. Perhaps Lessing’s most
important intellectual impact in the area of religion was in the so-called
Fragmentenstreit, an important theological controversy between the
enlightened and orthodox Lutheran camps. The controversy was sparked
by Lessing’s publication of fragments and comments on the unﬁnished
Apologie und Schutzschrift für die vernünftigen Verehrer Gottes (An
Apology for, or Some Words in Defence of, Reasoning Worshipers of
God), by the biblical scholar Hermann Samuel Reimarus. These Wolfenbütteler Fragmente (Wolfenbüttel Fragments, 1774, 1777) offered a radically rationalist biblical criticism, and Johann Melchior Goeze, the chief
pastor of Hamburg, criticised their publication as irresponsible. Goeze
and Lessing entered into a debate that ended only when Lessing’s
employer required him to stop. Lessing’s aesthetic, political and theological concerns made his name synonymous with the Aufklärung, in
whose circles he moved. To associate Lessing with Spinoza was to associate the Aufklärung with Spinozism, and both with atheism.37
In Jacobi’s day, Spinoza had a notorious reputation. His substance
monism evidently rejected providence, revelation, freedom of the will and
37
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the existence of a supernatural personal God, lending itself to accusations
of atheism, fatalism, pantheism and amorality. Lessing’s reference to
Spinoza as a ‘dead dog’ in his conversation with Jacobi is an accurate
description of the philosopher’s standing in the late eighteenth century.38
As a result, Spinoza’s work held something of a forbidden fascination in
academic and theological circles.39 Spinoza was also a rallying point for
all manner of dissenting voices, from mystical Protestants to free thinking
political radicals.40 An attack on Spinoza was a defence of the religious
and political status quo from these threatening forces. Herder summed up
the level which anti-Spinoza opprobrium had reached in his Gott. Einige
Gespräche (God, Some Conversations, 1787), where one of the dialogue’s
interlocutors explains his ill-informed opposition to Spinoza:
No, I have not read him. And who would want to read every obscure book a
madman might write? But I have heard from many who have read him, that he
was an atheist and pantheist, a teacher of blind necessity, an enemy of revelation,
a mocker of religion, and withal, a destroyer of the state and of all civil society. In
short, he was an enemy of the human race, and as such he died. He therefore
deserves the hatred and aversion of all friends of humanity and of true
philosophers.41

Such a reputation was secured by number of prominent thinkers throughout the eighteenth century. Pierre Bayle wrote an inﬂuential article characterising Spinoza as the consummate atheist in his Dictionnaire
Historique et Critique (Historical and Critical Dictionary, 1697), a work
that ran to ﬁve editions in the eighteenth century and was translated into
German in 1744.42 In addition, each of the three major thinkers whose
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thought would ground the German Aufklärung – Gottfried Wilhelm
Leibniz, Christian Wolff and Christian Thomasius – all wrote denunciations of Spinoza, ensuring a continued negative reception.43 Given this
reputation, it is all the more remarkable that, beginning with the Pantheism Controversy, Spinoza’s reputation would undergo a profound renaissance, particularly through the work of Herder, writing with the
encouragement of Goethe.44
The fundamental concern of the Briefen was not Lessing nor Spinoza
nor Mendelssohn, but simply, yet more ambitiously, the criticism of all
discursive rational thoroughgoing demonstration. ‘Even the greatest
mind’, writes Jacobi, ‘if it wants to explain all things absolutely, to make
them rhyme with each other according to distinct concepts and will not
otherwise let anything stand, must run into absurdities.’45 Jacobi’s fundamental call is to stand back from the compulsion toward total explanation, requiring everything to ‘rhyme’ with its own concepts, and accept
an inarticulatable transcendent absolute beyond explanation. The immediate context against which Jacobi made this claim was the philosophy of
Spinoza. He writes, ‘I love Spinoza, because he, more than any other
philosopher, has led me to the perfect conviction that certain things admit
of no explication.’46 For Jacobi, Spinoza is the prime example of this
rhyming error, since ‘for him insight was above everything,’47 and the
principle with which all things had to rhyme was sufﬁcient reason.
Deﬁned by the dictum ‘a nihilo nihil ﬁt’,48 it is important to recognise
that apart from the geometric method, it is this aspect of Spinoza’s
philosophy that Jacobi singles out.49 Consequently, it is not the particular
character of Spinoza’s thought but the rational paradigm, of which he is
the greatest representative, that is Jacobi’s target.
The thoroughgoing explanation, of the kind Jacobi opposed, led to a
number of problematic conclusions, and ﬁnally to nihilism itself. The
principle of sufﬁcient reason required that within an explanatory series,
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there must be a self-explanatory reason, or a ﬁrst cause, a formulation
dating back to Aristotle. Jacobi’s reading of Spinoza’s application of the
principle allowed him to explain how Spinoza had arrived at his immanent position, since the ﬁrst cause cannot have relations to properties, as
this would require either something prior to it or that it be conditioned by
nothingness.50 Accordingly, this led to Spinoza’s monist conclusions.
Sufﬁcient reason requires all becoming to have an unalterable cause, yet
since nothing can come from nothing, the ﬁrst cause, the ens realissimum,
must therefore be the sum totality of the series of conditions of which all
realities are then modiﬁcations.51 Accordingly, Jacobi realised that this
principle created particular theological difﬁculties, as the ﬁrst cause is also
traditionally seen as one of the primary rational arguments for the existence of God. Monism means that all impermanence and temporality
resides with the permanent and eternal. A transcendent ﬁrst cause is,
therefore, rejected, and in its place, according to Jacobi, is ‘posited only
an immanent one, an indwelling cause of the universe eternally unalterable within itself, one and the same with all its consequences’.52 As a
result, God is neither transcendent nor rational, since God can have
neither will nor intellect as ﬁrst cause. Hence, God is also not personal,
and furthermore is unable to initiate a ﬁnite series of conditions, that is,
actively to intervene in creation. God is instead, as Jacobi remarked, ‘only
immanent’, a position that ‘does not admit of any kind of religion’53 and
is tantamount to atheism.54 Conversely, as we shall see, immanence held
great promise for Herder. In addition to the problem of atheism was that
of fatalism.55 Since all force and determination cannot come from nothing, they must be eternal. Consequently, this entailed that all moments,
past, present and future, are the same as the inﬁnite. The result of this
meant that the notions of individuality and action, for both God
and individuals, which should be based on the will and its freedom, are
instead determinate modes of a single substance to which everything
belongs.56 Finally, since all material and spiritual entities have no independent existence nor will nor freedom, and since all reality is reduced
to the modiﬁcation of a single, fatalist substance, Jacobi came to conclude
that all rational thoroughgoing explanation, guided by the principle
50
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of sufﬁcient reason, was a form of comprehension that led to the
annihilation of God, freedom and the self. Based on these conclusions,
the total rational explanation that Jacobi associated with Spinoza,
whether rightly or wrongly, was ultimately nihilistic, a term that he would
popularise.57
In response to the programme which Jacobi saw in Spinoza, he asserts
a number of his own opposing self-evident truths. Jacobi contends: ‘I
believe in an intelligent personal cause of the world,’ and ‘from fatalism
I conclude against fatalism.’58 In a tone of ironic objection he mocks the
notion that ‘we only believe that we have acted out of anger, love,
magnanimity, or out of rational decision,’59 but it is precisely this belief
that Jacobi asserts against Spinoza. In his rejection of what he characterises as Spinoza’s position, Jacobi begins to develop, if in a quite unclear
manner, three interrelated concepts, deriving from the absolute, that
would come to deﬁne his philosophical position: the need to limit the
range of rational explanation, the basic epistemic necessity of faith, and,
related to both, the dialogical nature of consciousness, which recognises
the limits of faith and is ideally present in Christianity.
Concerning the ﬁrst position, according to Jacobi, Spinoza’s conclusions do not illustrate that certain concepts are false but rather that
‘certain things admit of no explication.’60 One should ‘take them as one
ﬁnds them’. Jacobi explains that the individual who does not attempt to
explain what is incomprehensible, but instead aims to know the border of
understanding, ‘gains the greatest room within himself for genuine human
truth’.61 To gain this room, Jacobi proposes his famous (or infamous)
salto mortale.62 For Jacobi, the danger is that ‘once one has fallen in love
with certain explanations, one accepts blindly every consequence that can
be drawn from an inference that one cannot invalidate.’63 Those who
deny a ﬁrst cause and a free will for the sake of ‘rhyming explanation’ are
in essence walking on their heads, denying self-evident concepts on a false
premise.
In relation to the second position, free from the demands of total
explanation, Jacobi differentiates proof, which is strived for through
57
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comparison, and certainty, which has its ground in itself and is therefore a
matter of faith. In this way, Jacobi claims that ‘faith is the element of all
cognition and activity.’64 Proofs, therefore, are always liable to further
comparison and revision, while the certainty they strive for is grounded in
faith.65
In the case of the third and ﬁnal position, basic faith leads one to
recognise the dialogical nature of consciousness. We come to consciousness of the self vis-à-vis the external world, according to Jacobi, through a
revelation (Offenbarung) of the body by means of other bodies in an
I-Thou relationship.66 Since this dialogue is basic, Jacobi argues that its
ideal form is found in Christianity, which emphasises the transcendent
nature of God and the ﬁnite nature of human beings. It is, according to
Jacobi, a ‘faith that has as its object not eternal truths but the ﬁnite,
accidental nature of man’.67 Accordingly, Christianity offers an I-Thou
relationship that makes faith central, as opposed to total knowledge. As
such Christianity reﬂects the basic structure of our epistemic relation to
truth, thereby leading to ‘higher consciousness’ and ‘higher cognition’.68
From faith, Jacobi then proceeds, somewhat unclearly, to derive the will,
which he argues is not formed through the understanding but precedes it,
as ‘a spark from the eternal and pure light, and a force from the
Almighty’.69 Presumably, God as the absolute, not arrived at through
explanation but conceived of in faith, offers a ground for the will that is
itself a matter of faith, preceding understanding. Any attempt at absolute
explanation ends up undermining freedom, the will, the self and God.
This is the scenario Jacobi sees in his reading of Spinoza. The key to each
one of Jacobi’s claims is a strong anti-foundationalism, necessitated by the
nature of the absolute. This anti-foundationalism would come to be
central for the Romantics.70
The Briefen is far from clear in articulating these three positions.
Indeed, the reconstruction offered here may be generous or even interpolative (though an examination of the text Jacobi wrote immediately
after, David Hume, demonstrates the reﬁnement of these ideas). The
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unmethodical and fragmentary development of these three main positions
opens them to a number of objections,71 made worse by Jacobi’s concluding the text with a number of pious effusions and quotations that leave
him open to the further charges of counselling dogmatism,72 advocating
blind faith73 and encouraging enthusiasm and irrationalism.74

knowledge and faith: jacobi’s david hume
Jacobi’s next publication, David Hume über den Glauben, oder Idealismus und Realismus, attempted to respond to some of these problems,
particularly the concerns regarding dogmatism and irrationality. In it he
attempts to clarify the positions advanced in the Spinozabüchlein: the
limits of inquiry, the nature of basic epistemic faith and the dialogical
nature of consciousness. He begins by arguing that faith, and the implicit
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Concerning the need to limit the range of rational explanation, Jacobi does nothing to
address how one determines the limit of knowledge. In fact, he comes up against
Spinoza’s own objection concerning miracles, which saw them as explanations for that
which could not otherwise be understood. As such, Jacobi leaves his position open to
accusations of dogmatism, one of the main charges levelled against the Briefen. Regarding
the notion that faith is an epistemic necessity, the concept of certainty that Jacobi
advances may lead to the kind of pragmatic faith he proposes, but it can equally lead
to a thoroughgoing scepticism, whose solution might best be found in empirical
observation, as opposed to the undeﬁned feeling that Jacobi relies on. In fact, Jacobi is
required to address the problem of scepticism in David Hume. Finally, with respect to the
dialogical nature of consciousness, which recognises the limits of faith ideally present in
Christianity, Jacobi offers a reading of Christianity concerned not with eternal revelation
but with practical matters.
‘Complete submission to a superior authority; strict, holy, obedience – this has been the
spirit of every age that has brought forth an abundance of great deeds, great sentiments,
great men’ (Jacobi, 244; I.1, 139).
‘The less can man discern the command’s inner good before obeying it, the less capable is
his reason to accept it, the more does he need authority and faith’ (Jacobi, 245–46;
I.1, 140).
Two lengthy quotes from Johann Kaspar Lavater close the work. Lavater, whose work
argued for a mystical form of faith, had publicly challenged Mendelssohn (a Jew) to
convert to Christianity in 1769, generating a public controversy that involved many
major intellectual ﬁgures of the day. In the Briefe, Jacobi essentially echoes Lavater by
calling on Mendelssohn to ‘renounce the conceit of your will, for this conceit will leave
you without the law, like cattle, without light or right’ (Jacobi, 247; I.1.142). Jacobi then
proceeds to close the work by appealing to ‘honest Lavater’ (Jacobi, 250; I.1.145),
borrowing a passage that claims that those who are honest and righteous take things as
they are presented passively and do not require experience to conform to preconceived
notions (Jacobi, 250–51; I.1, 145–46).
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recognition of the limits of knowledge, is already practiced.75 All knowledge, explained Jacobi, exists in the context of the relation between self
and other, and it is out of this relationship that consciousness arises in
such a way that nothing can be known regarding an object in and of itself.
Nevertheless, we believe (glauben) this knowledge to be true since there is
no knowledge outside this context. We have, according to Jacobi, faith
(Glauben), that our knowledge relates to reality. Furthermore, reason
does not exist separate to relational consciousness and knowledge but
arises from it as the activity of perceiving self–other relations clearly.
The error of philosophy which Jacobi aims to combat is the tendency
to abstract reason. Prior to the development of the reiﬁed notion of reason
held by the Enlightenment, Jacobi argues that reason was never ‘considered as a separate entity or as pure reason; it appeared to us neither as
legislative, nor as executive, but simply as judging, simply as applying
given determinations to given objects. Reason is a superb bearer of light;
by itself, however, it would neither give light nor move.’76 Instead, for
Jacobi, reason is a reﬁned form of judgement, constituted in the subject–
object dialogue, which ‘has fallen into poverty and has become speculative’.77 Jacobi’s version of reason is non-foundational, has its origin in the
activity of perception, and can only ever be applied to reality in faith, as
opposed to certainty. An abstracted reason, by contrast, aims to know the
very existence of things and gain a form of ‘apodictic certainty [apodictische Gewißheit]’ not extended to the human mind.78 For Jacobi, the
abstract reason on which philosophical speculation attempted to found
itself was impossible:
We do not create or instruct ourselves; we are in no way a priori, nor can we know
or do anything a priori, or experience anything without . . . experience. We ﬁnd
ourselves situated on this earth, and as our actions become there, so too becomes
our cognition . . . So far no philosophy has been capable of altering this powerful
economy. It is high time that we started to adapt ourselves to it obligingly, and
gave up wanting to invent spectacles that enable us to see without eyes – and even
better!79

Jacobi cites Hume’s Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748)
to support his position and argue that faith is something greater than the
basis of religion alone.80 He cites Hume’s comment that ‘men are carried,
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third edition of the text.
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by a natural instinct or prepossession, to repose faith [glauben] in their
senses; and . . . without any reasoning . . . suppose an external universe.’81
He then quotes at length from the ﬁfth section of Hume’s Enquiry, citing a
passage that stresses the impossibility of deﬁning faith (Glaube), but
nevertheless argues for the overwhelming force of it as a feeling (Gefühl).
Seizing particularly on Hume’s supra-rational language, Jacobi presents
this position as dovetailing with his claim of an epistemically basic faith,
inaccessible to rational inquiry, and under which all positions fall, mundane or religious, placing both on equal footing.82
Hume is a point of departure for both Jacobi and Kant’s critical
philosophy. The rejoinder to Hume’s scepticism could take either realist
or idealist forms, and whereas Kant would develop the latter, Jacobi
would adopt the former. Kant’s ﬁrst Kritik addressed the problem of
aetiology through the transcendental deduction of the categories, and
the problem of the self through transcendental apperception. In the idealist philosophy of Kant, the self is as much part of experience as is the
external world. As such, objects themselves are not directly experienced;
rather, they are the product of both external reality and internal transcendental categories and intuitions.
Jacobi objected to Kant’s transcendental idealism, appending to the
end of his David Hume a supplement entitled ‘On Transcendental Idealism’. He argued that such thinking leads to subjective egoism that admits
of no external objects: ‘we know not the least of the transcendental
object . . . Experience does not yield it, nor can experience yield it in any
way – for whatever is not an appearance can never be an object of
experience.’83 For Jacobi, Kant’s system only works on the presupposition of a transcendental object to which it denies us access. According to
Jacobi, this generates the fundamental contradiction that ‘without that
presupposition I could not enter into the system, but with it I could not
stay within it.’84 Jacobi also objects to the inherent subjectivism of
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Jacobi, 269; II.1, 25–26; David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding:
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cognition under transcendental idealism: he complains that the
imagination functions in a spontaneous and unknown way, with no
reference to reality, originating concepts, judgements and propositions.
For Jacobi, ‘these laws of our intuition and thought are without any
meaning or validity, and do not yield the slightest information about
the laws of nature in itself . . . In brief, our entire cognition contains
nothing, nothing whatsoever, that could have any truly objective meaning
at all.’85 For Jacobi, the position advanced by transcendental idealism
ends in ‘speculative egoism’.86
In the place of Kantian idealism, Jacobi sets out a realist position,
based on his dialogical understanding of consciousness, ﬁrst advanced
in the Spinozabüchlein. For this model, the object and consciousness
contribute equally to the perception of each other: ‘I experience that
I am, and that there is something outside me, in one and the same
indivisible moment.’87 In this case there is no epistemological process that
separates perception and actuality:
[T]he I and the Thou, the internal consciousness and the external object, must be
present both at once in the soul even in the most primordial and simple of
perceptions – the two in one ﬂash, in the same indivisible instant, without before
or after, without any operation of the understanding – indeed, without the
remotest beginning of the generation of the concept of cause and effect in the
understanding.88

This primordial, pre-reﬂective state is sharply distinguished from Kantian
transcendental apperception. Under Jacobi’s model, the danger of subjective egoism and scepticism is countered by the fact that an individual
cannot be aware of the self without an external object. In referring
representations to something other than the self, alleged subjectivity
betrays its need for objectivity.
Jacobi then proceeds through a series of arguments to illustrate how
the activity of this dialogical self-differentiation generates our reﬂective
concepts, viz. the categories, and reason, both of which ultimately
secure self-consciousness. First, Jacobi argues that Kant’s a priori categories in fact constitute the basic conditions that reﬂect the experienced differentiation between the self and the external object.89 Second,
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it follows that reason is no more an abstract faculty than the categories
are abstract concepts. Reason is simply a more reﬁned form of sensible
representation gained through one’s dialogical relation to reality. We
pervert reason when it is hypostasised out of this sensate reality.90 For
Jacobi, reason is not an independent faculty that can supervene on the
senses a priori; rather, it is inexorably bound to and arises from the
dialogical world of sense experience. From this it follows that the more
one experiences, the more reﬁned one’s rational capacity becomes.91
Finally, when Kant locates reason and the categories in the realm of the
a priori, rather than in the interaction of self and other, this, according
to Jacobi, undermines the existence of external reality and the self. The
self becomes simply abstract thought thinking itself, an illusion: ‘The
glory of laying all doubts to rest in this way, is like the glory of death
that puts an end to all the misery in our lives.’92 Rather, for Jacobi, it is
in the activity of interaction that consciousness is generated, and it is in
the activity of consciousness where categories reside.
According to Jacobi, speculation on the nature of the absolute is
possible with the dialogical model in a way that goes beyond Kant’s
restrictions. He argues that the greater the number of perceptions united
with consciousness, the higher the degree of rationality.93 As such the
transcendent divine, which possesses total perception, is perfectly distinct
from all things, possessing the highest consciousness, and pure reason.
Individuals who participate in the same dialogical structure of
consciousness ‘receive the intimation of God, the intimation of he who
is, of a being who has its life in its self ’.94 Jacobi continues, ‘Freedom
breathes upon the soul from there [the intimation of the absolute], and the
ﬁelds of immortality become visible.’95 As part of the process of selfdifferentiation the individual can conceive of a form of absolute selfdifferentiation. That which has absolute self-differentiation is entirely free
to determine itself as it has transcended the I and Thou relationship and
exists ‘in itself’. Jacobi’s ‘he who is’ echoes the ‘I am that I am’ of
Exodus 3:14, in which God proclaims to Moses his absolutely free selfdeﬁnition. What we see here, echoing Kant’s pre-critical consideration of
being, is the fundamental importance of an absolute transcendent being,

90
93

reaction; and ﬁnally succession, from the series that arises from mutual contact (Jacobi,
293; II.1, 57).
91
92
Jacobi, 300–301; II.1, 65.
Jacobi, 378; II.1, 86.
Jacobi, 297; II.1, 61–62.
94
95
Jacobi, 378; II.1, 86.
Jacobi, 329; II.1.99.
Jacobi, 99; II.1, 329.

88

The Absolute at the Turn of the Nineteenth Century

which serves as the basic ground for all predication including the self.96 It
is the ontologically real transcendence of the absolute divinity that
marked the limit of inquiry and prevented the thoroughgoing rationalisation that led to the fatalism, atheism and nihilism that Jacobi sees in
Spinoza’s monist immanent absolute God. Rather than bringing his
philosophical speculations to any sort of conclusion, Jacobi ends David
Hume with the same manner of pious ﬂourish as the Spinozabüchlein,
once again undermining his own defence against the charges of irrationalism and obscurantism. Jacobi calls for patience with God’s plan, which
reveals itself in the fullness of time, and questions the enterprise of trying
to know God intellectually, claiming that ethical action alone can lead one
to the divine.97
Jacobi’s considerations establish a number of positions that would prove
signiﬁcant to the development of Romantic religiosity. These are that an
understanding of the absolute is approximated through experience, rather
than known through speculation; that the absolute could be known
through one’s relationship to it, but that this was held in ‘faith’ as
opposed to apodictic certainty; and that exhaustive philosophical explanation ultimately leads to a kind of explanatory nihilism and, accordingly,
a positive scepticism regarding the possibility of exhaustive explanation.
Cumulatively Jacobi’s arguments brought the problems of Spinoza’s
immanent absolute into the centre of philosophical debate. Instead, in
Jacobi’s eyes, the nature of the absolute was necessarily transcendent, and
as such could admit of no deﬁnitive explanation: ‘Explanation is only a
means, a path toward the goal – never the ﬁnal end. His [the philosopher’s] ﬁnal goal is that which cannot be explained: the irresolvable,
immediate and simple.’98 In this way, Jacobi demonstrates how the
consideration of the absolute was fundamentally bound up with the need
for transcendence and the need to rearticulate this transcendent to an
increasingly immanent age.
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7
Herder and the Immanent Presence
of the Transcendent Absolute

Whereas the immanentism represented by Spinoza constituted a danger
for Jacobi, it was a possibility for Herder. For some time, Herder had
already been interested in the potentiality of Spinoza’s understanding of
divinity, but it was Jacobi’s attack that prompted Herder to the
seventeenth-century philosopher’s defence. In turning to Spinoza, Herder
would develop his own revised version of Spinozism which curiously
would read transcendence back into the immanence of substance
monism, blazing a trail that would become central to the Romantic
appropriation of the early modern philosopher.1
Johann Gottfried von Herder was born in 1744, one year after Jacobi,
to a family of modest means in Mohrungen, East Prussia. In 1762, he
went to Königsberg, where he enrolled at the university, studying under
Kant and coming to know Hamann. These two ﬁgures are widely
acknowledged as having had a strong inﬂuence on the development of
Herder’s thought. Where Kant’s philosophy stressed an enlightened vision
of reason, limited and employed through one’s own self-legislative capacity, Hamann stressed feeling, imagination, and the value of ethnic
culture. After Königsberg, Herder spent the rest of his life as a Lutheran
pastor, continually engaged in a variety of intellectual projects. In 1769,
1

Apparently Herder never felt Spinoza was the best vehicle to express his own position. In a
1798 letter he wrote to his son: ‘Spinoza is not for you. His works are a precious stone
buried deep in poor rock, and you cannot possibly master them. On the other hand,
Shaftesbury’s writings are the best that I can recommend to you. His Rhapsody and
Theocles contains the Spinozist-Leibnizian philosophy in the most beautiful and
exquisite summary form.’ Herder Briefe. Gesamtausgabe 1763–1803 (Weimar: Böhlau,
1977), VII, 362, in Bell, Spinoza in Germany, 38.

89

90

The Absolute at the Turn of the Nineteenth Century

he met the young Goethe at Strasbourg; both men would end up deeply
inﬂuencing one another. Herder gained in stature when, in 1771, he was
awarded a prize from the Berlin Academy for his Über die Ursprung der
Sprache (On the Origin of Language, 1772), commonly referred to as the
Ursprungsschrift. Around the same time, he was appointed a court
preacher at Bückeburg. He held this position until 1776 when he was
made general superintendent of Lutheran clergy in Weimar, thanks in
large part to the inﬂuence of Goethe and Wieland. He retained this
position for the remainder of his years, dying at Weimar in 1803.
Herder’s authorship is immense, and he made signiﬁcant contributions
to philosophy, theology, aesthetics, anthropology, linguistics and history.
The history of Herder’s reception is a complicated one and, like that of
Jacobi, is deﬁned by a number of conﬂicting claims. The early twentieth
century saw Herder characterised as an opponent of the Enlightenment, a
relativist and a nationalist. Yet Herder’s relationship to the Enlightenment
is far more complex than one of simple opposition.2 His career is deﬁned
by the championing of a number of Enlightenment causes: an empirical
understanding of human consciousness, an opposition to philosophical
and theological dogmatism, and a defence of the unique nature of the
individual and the cultural values they hold. In English scholarship, his
supposed opposition to the Enlightenment can largely be traced to the
inﬂuence of Isaiah Berlin, who developed the notion of ‘counter-enlightenment’, which he identiﬁed with Herder.3 Yet this simple dichotomy fails
to take into account both the national character of particular forms of the
Enlightenment and its continuity with the movements which followed.4
This is particularly true on the matter of freedom, found in both the Sturm
und Drang and Frühromantik.5 Herder did, however, also strongly
2
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See Robert Edward Norton, Herder’s Aesthetics and the European Enlightenment (Ithaca,
NY: Cornell University Press, 1991); John H. Zammito, Kant, Herder, and the Birth of
Anthropology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002).
See Isaiah Berlin, ‘Herder and the Enlightenment’, in Aspects of the Eighteenth Century,
ed. Earl R. Wasserman (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1965), 47–103; Vico
and Herder (New York: Viking, 1976); The Roots of Romanticism (London: Pimlico,
2000), 57–67.
See The Enlightenment in National Context, ed. Roy Porter and Mikuláš Teich
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 106–26; Europäischer Kulturtransfer
im 18. Jahrhundert: Literaturen in Europa – Europäische Literatur?, ed. Barbara
Schmidt-Haberkamp et al. (Berlin: Berliner Wissenschafts-Verlag, 2003).
It has been argued that Sturm und Drang attempted to bring the Enlightenment to a wider
audience and that its drama depicted the practical problems of realising its ideals. See
Gerhard Sauder, ‘The Sturm und Drang and the Periodization of the Eighteenth Century’,
in Literature of the Sturm und Drang, ed. David Hill (Rochester, NY: Camden House,
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oppose certain trends within the Enlightenment, arguing against abstract
system building and a priori reasoning and in favour of philosophical
discourse that was historically aware and situationally adept. In his Auch
eine Philosophie der Geschichte zur Bildung der Menschheit (This Too, a
Philosophy of History for the Formation of Humanity, 1774), Herder
criticises Michel de Montaigne, Pierre Bayle, Denis Diderot and Voltaire
as representing part of a Cartesian-inﬂuenced ‘century of doubting’,6
which sought a priori certainty, thereby undermining the value of the
historical, experiential world and legitimising abstraction as a form of
clear and distinct thought.7
Historicism was also central to Herder’s intellectual outlook. In part, it
was based on a revised notion of providence that rejected the idea of a
continuously intervening God yet retains the concept of ‘creating Providence’, wherein human beings are endowed with a set of capacities and
faculties which may be realised, based on the ‘facilitating fate’ of external
circumstance through history.8 Providence actively fulﬁls itself, not in a
linear manner, but ‘through the awakening of new forces and the death of
others’.9 This led Herder to defend the particularity of tradition, institutions and national prejudices based on his belief that they had
developed in order to allow cultures to ﬂourish in their particular circumstance. Accordingly, Herder maintains that one epoch can never be
judged by the standards of another. Instead, every nation has its own
centre of gravity: ‘The image of happiness’, he writes, ‘changes with every
condition and location . . . all comparison becomes futile.’10 Herder particularly notes Hume, Voltaire and William Robertson as being guilty of
this type of judgement.11 In the context of the aesthetics of the Sturm und
Drang, this led Herder, like Lessing, to oppose Gottschedian French
Neoclassicism and defend a national German literature, which in turn
led to the accusation of nationalism. Herder’s defence, however, which
extended to all nations, lends itself more to the championing of plurality
than to jingoism. This was further complicated by the development of a
particular form of German historicism, which having coopted Herder as a
legitimising founder, then set out to locate a uniquely German source for
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modern German culture.12 Scholarship completed over the past thirty
years has seen a major re-evaluation of Herder to a far greater extent
than Jacobi.13 This has included important new editions of his works and
a number of English translations that have made his thought accessible,
where it was previously encountered through his post-war English interpreters.14 In turn, this has allowed for the recognition of his diverse
contributions to aesthetics, philosophy, and the emergent social sciences,
and consequently to the dismissal of many of the problematic and spurious claims launched against him.15

herder’s inquiry into being
Though there are many ways to enter the thought of Herder, it is best, as
with Jacobi, to begin with the question of the absolute and Kant’s precritical Der einzig mögliche Beweisgrund. Kant’s argument, already elaborated in the consideration of Jacobi, had proffered a revised version of
the ontological argument, maintaining the necessity of being and equating
this being with God. Because being contains the basis for all possibilities,
all things are possible only through its function as their ground. Furthermore, being has all the attributes – unity, simplicity, spirit, eternity and
impassivity – deﬁnitive of God. Since the possibility of the existence of all
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a posteriori reality rests on being, Kant maintains that his argument is a
priori.16 It was in response to Kant’s position that Herder wrote one of his
ﬁrst surviving philosophical works, the fragmentary Versuch über Sein
(Essay on Being, 1763), in which he accepted the spirit of Kant’s critique
of synthetic metaphysical arguments but rejected the a priorism of Kant’s
response, instead developing a set of core philosophical insights that he
would retain throughout his intellectual career.17
Adopting a somewhat cynical posture toward the philosophical enterprise, Herder begins the Versuch by stressing that he does not write for an
academic audience, but rather as an exercise in learning.18 Taking a
satirical tone, he contrasts the method of the philosophers with his own
through the myth of Epimetheus and Prometheus. These twin Titans were
entrusted by the gods to distribute qualities to the animals of the earth; the
former were charged with distribution, the latter with inspection.19
Herder likens the method of the philosopher to Prometheus (Προμηθεύς,
literally forethought), wherein theory precedes actuality, and his own to
that of Epimetheus (Επιμηθέας, literally afterthought), in which actuality
precedes the theoretical. This allusion is the ﬁrst record of a conviction
that would come to structure Herder’s thought in general: that philosophical inquiry must always deal with the fact that it begins in medias res and
that the matter of inquiry is always contingent on its Sitz im Leben. This
being in the middle of things militates against abstraction, and a fortiori
any attempt to theorise a foundation, and its use as the basis for a
philosophical architectonic. The Promethean, and its foregrounding
nature, can be identiﬁed with Kant’s attempt to arrive at an a priori proof
for the necessity of being and hence the existence of God apart from
experience.20 Yet for Herder, being manifested itself in one’s own participation in it, that is, by existing. Accordingly, in this early unpublished
piece, Herder’s concerns are close to those that would occupy Jacobi
twenty-three years later in his Spinozabüchlein.
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In the Versuch one ﬁnds the ﬁrst articulation of this empirically orientated, experiential philosophy. Yet despite his objection to idealism,
Herder does not merely adopt an opposing empirical perspective. Rather,
he explains that while he identiﬁes with the positions of both Aristotle and
Locke in holding that our concepts come from experience, he also asks
‘whether our concepts cannot be other than sensual, whether there is no
other way to our inner sense, than through the loopholes of the external
concepts’.21 The fact that human beings, unlike other animals, are conscious of their thinking, returns one to the premise of Cartesian idealism:
that there is an a priori something that allows the self to say to itself ‘I’.22
Yet, at the same time, Herder recognises this ‘I’ is nothing without experience. Only for God is there something within the egotistical intellectual
world that can say ‘I think through myself, and everything else through
me,’ whereas human beings are like children who are born into the task of
getting to know themselves.23 In other words, God is able to think the ‘I’ a
priori since God is absolute being, the ground of reality. Human beings,
on the other hand, may know the ‘I’ only through a reﬂective relationship
that experiences absolute being. As such, the way to an a priori proof of
external reality and absolute being is closed. In this light, Kant’s position,
and that of abstract thought in general, pretends at a godlike position that
attempts to escape the necessarily experiential aspect of being.
For Herder, the complex experiential nature of being could not be
approached in a straightforwardly empirical manner; rather, he explains
that it is a concept like ‘a coarse clump [gröbere Klumpen]’, an inarticulable aspect of our experience. Herder argues for a correlation between the
sensate (sinnlich) and inseparableness (unzergliederlich); the most sensate
concept is being, having a complete inseparability from thought. All other
things can be dis-integrated from it, while it remains completely inseparable.24 ‘Being is’, Herder writes, ‘a complete term of experience’ that is
impossible to explain since it is the ground of predication and the prerequisite of all concepts.25 Further describing being, he writes: ‘who can
think of a more sensate concept, discover a more simple word, or conceive
of a concept that does not rest upon its [being’s] ground?’26 It is the basis
of every notion of experience and is utterly invariable, constituting the
unity of all experience: ‘Thus, being is: – indivisible – inexplicable – the
centre of all certainty.’27

21
26

Ibid., 10.
Ibid., 12.

22
27

Ibid., 11.
Ibid., 20.

23

Ibid., 11.

24

Ibid., 20.

25

Ibid., 15.

Herder and the Transcendent Absolute

95

While being remains unanalysable, Herder maintains that it is in fact
something and that its impenetrability is not due to the poverty of
language.28 Rather, this condition lies with the nature of being itself,
which manifests itself to us in two ways: the existential and the ideal.29
The former is experiential, while the latter is a secondary reﬂection on the
ﬁrst.30 Neither is explicable without the other, and being cannot be
reduced to either. The rational philosophy of thinkers such as Descartes
and Christian August Crusius aimed to infer from the ideal to the existential, turning being into an entirely subjective immanent a priori thinking
‘I’. To this Herder retorts in a somewhat wry tone that ‘[t]he concept of
being is, subjectively speaking, doubtlessly prior to that of possibility, and
real possibility is prior to the logical one, since human beings existed
before philosophers.’31 In this case, he continues, ‘common sense shall be
our teacher here: one never attempts to prove a concept of experience a
priori.’32 For Herder, ‘nature robbed the worldly-wise of the burden of
proving it since it has convinced us: – it [being] is the centre of all
certainty.’33
Herder calls being ‘the foundation of all our thinking and the element
with which we are enveloped’.34 As such we never experience being in its
totality, but in-the-world, in the continuous action of making meaning.
This returns to Herder’s central insight: that meaning is always situational
and can never be arrived at a priori. Because thought is fundamentally a
process of ceaseless re-interpretation within the contingency of a given
situation makes Herder’s position, like Jacobi’s, contextual and anti-foundational. Cognition is that which occurs on the horizon of experience,
under which lies the basal experience of being. Unlike Jacobi, however,
our orientation to absolute being is not one of faith, but is located in
experience. Yet despite this seeming difference, common to both is the
givenness of the absolute, which is the transcendent ground of all reality.
Jacobi’s terminology may lead more toward the religious, and Herder’s
toward the scientiﬁc, but this equally reﬂects their foci as the self or
nature. Regardless, the absolute underlies the identity of both subject
and object. In fact, it is this difference in focus that accounts for Jacobi’s
aversion to Spinoza’s immanentism and Herder’s sympathy.
There exists a fundamental distinction in the location of the divine
between Kant and Herder. Kant’s a priori argument, based on being as
the ground of predication, led him to an extramundane conceptualisation
28
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of the divinity, deﬁned by the same collection of superlative attributes that
made up the ontological argument. With Kant, an inﬁnite ontological
distance between human ﬁnitude and divine absoluteness deﬁned God’s
nature. The opposite was the case with Herder’s articulation of God as
being. For Herder, being is the foundation in which all reality necessarily
participates, resulting in the immanent presence of transcendent divinity.
All reality participates in the being that is both its foundation and in
which all reality is ‘enveloped’. Kant and Herder are, in effect, opposing
poles of the Aufklärung. Kant’s critique of the ontological argument led in
part to his general critique of metaphysics and the development of a
transcendental philosophy, wherein the ordering principles of cognition
were rational and a priori.35 For Kant, the absolute at the centre of
religion was the moral law that had its source in a transcendent realm,
secured by the postulates of pure practical reason: God, freedom and
immortality. Alternately, for Herder, the fact that being was a matter of
experience led to a critique of abstract philosophical speculation, a historicist outlook and the development of an empiricist naturalism. Accordingly, the absolute of religion was not the transcendent realm, which left
God as an abstraction and moral law-giver, but in the immanent manifestations of the absolute, in the phenomena of nature, history and, as we
shall see, art.
It was this focus on the immanent present of the transcendent divine
that motivated Herder’s defence of Spinoza in his Gott. Einige Gespräche.
Yet before turning to this work, it is helpful brieﬂy to examine Herder’s
development in the intervening period. Prior to 1769, Herder seemingly
had no ﬁrst-hand exposure to Spinoza,36 categorising him, along with
Leibniz and Wolff, as Cartesian and criticising such abstract speculation.37 This outlook changed, however, as Herder explored his conclusions in the Versuch. While it is not necessary to reconstruct Herder’s
gradual movement toward Spinoza during the intervening years, it is
possible to demonstrate how his development illustrates a way of thinking
that is naturally sympathetic to Spinoza and that would eventually cause
Herder to come to Spinoza’s defence in the context of the pantheism
controversy.38
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The term ‘naturalism’, in a theological context, connotes that the
divinity is known not through miracles or revelation but through the
natural order itself.39 This contention was behind Herder’s breakthrough
Ursprungsschrift. In this work Herder rejected the divine source theory of
language, and instead maintained that the natural capacity for language
was placed in the human species by God as a potentiality for humans to
develop themselves. Language, therefore, arose not by divine intervention
but through a reﬂective rational process (Besonnenheit). As a rational
capacity, Besonnenheit could not be abstracted but was bound to history
and language. This contextual rationality was developed into the historicised providence found in Auch eine Philosophie der Geschichte and
more thoroughly elaborated in Herder’s Ideen zur Philosophie der
Geschichte der Menschheit (Ideas on the Philsophy of the History of
Humankind, 1784–91). In the ﬁrst volume of this work Herder explains
how human history develops in accord with natural laws. ‘History’, he
argues, ‘is purely a natural history of human forces, actions and instincts
in accordance with their place and time.’40 Herder takes location, time
and climate all into account. Initially, this may seem to threaten
determinism, but this again would be the result of abstraction. If human
beings are part of nature and subject to its laws, then their freedom cannot
be considered in isolation from it. Rather, freedom is built into the laws
that govern the universe through Besonnenheit, which instituted rational
capacity. Reason is a natural faculty, yet it liberates human beings from a
pathological adherence to the demands of the senses and enables them to
make judgements. Accordingly, freedom is not independent of antecedents; rather, it occurs within the laws of nature.41 In a position similar to
that developed in Spinoza’s Ethics, Herder argues that by understanding
the natural order as instituted by God, individuals can master their
passions and begin to imitate the divinely instituted order through their
reason.42
Herder’s sympathy for Spinoza’s philosophy was encouraged by
Goethe. The two had met at Strasbourg thirteen years earlier, and
renewed their friendship in 1783 when Herder moved to Weimar.
A lively group consisting of the two men and Charlotte von Stein
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developed around the consideration of Spinoza’s philosophy. Goethe
referred to Herder as the ‘true hierophant of the little Spinoza church’.43
Despite this, Spinoza still did not occupy the core of Herder’s interests, for
he maintained an interest in many thinkers and was planning to write a
book that would give equal attention to Spinoza, Shaftesbury and
Leibniz, at the same time that the pantheism controversy broke.44 This
event compelled him to come to write a singular defence of the muchmaligned philosopher.

a spinozist philosophy of being:
gott. einige gespräche
In November of 1783 Jacobi wrote to Herder about his discussion with
Lessing concerning Spinoza. In his reply, which provocatively begins
with the salutation ‘Ἓν καὶ Πᾶν’ (‘one and all’, or ‘one in God’), Herder
reports that he knew nothing of Lessing’s Spinozism, but expresses
excitement that he shared what Herder calls his own philosophical
creed.45 In explaining his own position to Jacobi, Herder offers an
interesting and telling account of the interpretation of Spinoza that
guided him: ‘I would never call my system Spinozistic, because the
seeds of it lie almost pure in the most ancient of all enlightened nations.
He is only the ﬁrst who had the heart to combine our way into a system,
and thus had the misfortune to place at the fore its sharp angles, and
thereby ﬁrst discredit it among the Jews, Christians and pagans.’46 Here
Herder places Spinoza within a long tradition of immanentist thought
which existed latent in all these religions. What interests Herder is
Spinoza’s notion of the immanence of the divine absolute and its similarity to his own Versuch über das Sein. Herder’s objection to Jacobi’s
position (which at this point is still prior to the writing of the
Spinozabüchlein) is his need for an abstract transcendent God. For
Herder, this is no different from the abstract philosophising to which
Jacobi himself had objected; such thought in general is guilty of the
same a priorism; whether this is located in a causa sui or an ens entium
did not matter:
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The πρωτον ψενδος [ﬁrst deception], dear Jacobi, in your and all anti-spinozistic
systems is that God, as the great ens entium [being of beings], the eternal acting
cause in all phenomena, is considered to be a 0, an abstract concept, as we form it
for ourselves. However, according to Spinoza, that is not what God is, but rather
the most real, the most active One, that which alone speaks to itself: I am who
I am and will . . . be what I will be.47

What Herder is protesting against is any idea of God as ‘extra’ or ‘supra’,
that is, conceiving of God as simply a higher thing. Ironically, here Herder
as the defender of Spinoza’s immanence is accusing Jacobi of not having a
real sense of divine transcendence, one which would allow him to appreciate Spinoza’s perspective. As we shall see, Herder’s reading of Spinoza
demonstrates how he is not the arch-immanentist that he is made out to
be, substance being ontologically different from ﬁnitude.
In September 1785 Jacobi would publish his Spinozabüchlein and
initiate the pantheism controversy. Herder responded in April 1787 with
the publication of Einige Gespräche and a defence of the position he felt
Spinoza represented. Herder’s Gott consists of ﬁve conversations
(Gespräche) wherein Theophron, who largely represents Herder, attempts
to overcome the anti-Spinozist prejudices of his friend Philolaus. The
occasionally enthusiastic and polemical tone of the text is conducive of
overstatement and oversimpliﬁcation, while the dialogue format generates a number of inconsistencies. Yet this style may also be seen as
reﬂective of Herder’s own position against abstract speculation. The work
contains three important themes: a defence of Spinoza against the accusations of atheism arising out of the Pantheism Controversy, a revision of
Spinoza’s philosophy based on the removal of ‘Cartesian errors’,48 and a
critique of Kant’s critical project and its abstract transcendent divinity in
favour of an immanent God known contextually through creation.
While cautiously distancing himself from Spinoza, Theophron begins a
defence of the philosopher against the accusations of pantheism and
atheism. His interlocutor, Philolaus, reﬂects the generally misinformed
conception of Spinoza when he is asked about his understanding of the
philosopher: ‘No, I have not read him . . . But I have heard from many
who have read him, that he was an atheist and pantheist, a teacher of
blind necessity, an enemy of revelation, a mocker of religion, and withal,
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a destroyer of the state and of all civil society.’49 Through anecdotes
concerning Spinoza’s life and examples from his writing, Theophron
paints a different picture of a humble and frugal man, unconcerned with
becoming a great philosopher or founding a religious sect and preoccupied with the honesty of his own faith. Examining Spinoza’s work, it
becomes clear to Philolaus ‘on every page that he is no atheist. For him the
idea of God is the ﬁrst and the last’,50 while the accusations made against
him, such as his attempt to prove both pantheism and atheism, are not
only wrong but mutually exclusive.51
Herder then embarks on a more invasive revision of Spinoza, advancing the argument that many of the difﬁculties that arise out of Spinoza’s
system ‘are the consequences of the pernicious Cartesian explanations
which he . . . was compelled to take into his own system’.52 Foremost
among these, and the chief cause of confusion, according to Herder, was
Spinoza’s use of the highly Cartesian geometric method reﬂective of the
period’s need for philosophical inquiry to take mathematical form.53 This
resulted in a problematic rendering of the idea of substance, giving it the
air of materiality. Furthermore, it led to Spinoza’s fundamentally problematic attribution of extension to God, distancing his thought from the
accusation of pure immanentism. Once these ‘Cartesian errors’ as well as
Spinoza’s own ‘obscurities of expression’ are removed, according to
Theophron, one can ﬁnd that Spinoza ‘gains a move even on Leibniz’.54
Jacobi’s chief accusations focus on Spinoza’s position that there is but
one substance and that this substance is both God and nature.55 Yet
Spinoza’s position is not that God is nature. Rather, the Ethics describes
substance famously as ‘Deus sive natura [God or nature]’; that is, God
can be conceived in the human mind in two separate ways, through the
rational contemplation of either the divine mind or the nature of the
physical world. According to Herder, Jacobi has essentially collapsed
these two together, failing to account for the natura naturata/natura
naturans distinction that Spinoza employed.56 Jacobi, seeing substance
as nature alone, made it seem that the divine was without reason or will,
49
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indistinct from corporal reality, leading to his accusations of fatalism and
atheism. According to the Ethics, however, substance cannot be a part of
the world. Rather, God is the eternal self-sufﬁcient substance in which all
nature exists.57 God is the immanent and not the intransitive cause of
things, as it is impossible for the inﬁnity of God to stand in transitive
relation to anything. Herder contrasts Spinoza’s immanent God to
Jacobi’s transcendent God, who is ‘a phantom of the imagination’ and
‘a fathomless object of knowledge’.58 For Herder, taking this abstraction
to be God is what constitutes true atheism, as he says in an exchange with
Jacobi: ‘Do you say to me this most intimate, highest, all in one total
concept is an empty name: then you are an atheist and not Spinoza.’59
Between God and nature, however, Herder was left with the fundamentally problematic Cartesian legacy of dualism. Descartes attempted to
maintain that mental states were not the modiﬁcation of a physical
substance, but non-physical, leaving him with the problem of having to
account for the causal connection between mind and body. For Herder,
Descartes’ solution was the single most unsatisfactory aspect of his philosophy, thus establishing an agenda for philosophers who wanted to
defend Cartesianism against the alternative of Hobbes’ mechanism. Spinoza attempted to solve this problem by maintaining that substance itself
has the two attributes of thought and extension. It was the latter attribution of extension to God that proved fundamentally problematic for
Spinoza’s system. Unlike substance, which Herder could illustrate was
not material, extension was Spinoza’s own ‘Cartesian error’60 and the
place where Jacobi’s charges rang true. Herder noted the error in Spinoza’s logic by pointing out that Spinoza himself had maintained that time
could not be an attribute of God, because God was eternal. Equally,
Herder maintains that God could not be understood as extension, since
extension itself would be inﬁnite.61 More problematic, however, was the
fact that extension could still not account for essence as Spinoza maintained it could. The deductive sciences, which according to Spinoza could
provide knowledge of the essence of substance, could in fact, Herder
argued, only reveal the mechanistic-physical system of the universe.
Herder called the attribution of extension to God the ‘weakest point in
an otherwise well-reasoned system’.62 In place of extension, Herder
argues for a Mittelbegriff, an intermediate concept, in the form of ‘divine
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power [göttliche Kraft]’ to overcome the problem of dualism.63 This
allowed Herder to claim that the deity ‘reveals himself in an inﬁnite
number of forces, in an inﬁnite number of ways’.64 Such a solution
seemed superior to the other proposals to overcome dualism, including
the incessant divine intervention of occasionalism, present most notably
in Nicolas Malebranche, or the inﬁnitesimalisation of substance found in
Leibniz’s Monodology.
Justifying the interpolation of force into Spinoza’s philosophy, Herder
explains that had Spinoza not lived in ‘the childhood of natural science’,
but rather seen its eighteenth-century advances,65 he would have seen the
discovery of forces, such as magnetism and electricity, proven to be
present in bodies and in the atmosphere, thereby making force a legitimate alternative to extension.66 Through the notion of force, the monistic
substance unity that Jacobi feared as atheistic was instead an active and
intelligent immanent divinity. Therefore according to Herder’s position it
was not in transcendent abstraction that divinity was to be encountered,
but in the world of space and time of which we are a part:
Are not space and time inﬁnite? What an uncountable multitude of divine forces
and forms can thus reveal itself in them! And since no two phenomena can be alike
in time and place, what an inﬁnity springs from this ever-new and ever-renewed
source of divine beauty!67

Furthermore, the notion of force takes explanation beyond mechanism
alone, requiring an animating principle behind physical phenomena.68
Herder went on to develop the notion of force through the classically
named concept of Nemesis or Adrastea, as the measure, proportion and
order that characterised creation.69 To account for essence and end
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beyond mechanism he added the decidedly Platonic characteristics of
harmony,70 beauty71 and goodness,72 and with this reinstituted the
classical notion of divine participation key to transcendental realism.
Consequently, God was present in the scientiﬁc examination of things
themselves and, as we shall see, in the creation of myth. The scientist
‘seeming to forget the divine purposes . . . seeks and ﬁnds in every object
and point of creation, God complete. That is to say, he ﬁnds in everything
an intrinsic truth, harmony and beauty.’73 Just as he had postulated in
Versuch, the divine is revealed in being itself; the absolute is made
manifest in the inﬁnite variety of creation. Herder writes that God, as
existence, ‘is before all and all exists in him. The whole world is an
expression, an appearance of his eternally-living, eternally-active
forces.’74 As such, the proof of God is, for Herder, reducible to the ‘is’
that exists between the subject and predicate.75
Herder’s substitution of the language of extension for force operated in
a way that brought an entire realist speculative tradition, concerned with
the notion of a middle principle, back into currency. It has been pointed
out that the rallying cry of the Spinozists, ‘Ἓν καὶ Πᾶν’, did not have its
source with Spinoza at all and that if the aim was to endorse Spinoza
alone, ‘deus sive natura’ would have served the purpose better.76 Instead,
what this indicates is how Spinoza’s thought became the vehicle for a rich
realist philosophical heritage concerned with a middle principle that could
connect ﬁnite and inﬁnite, ideal and real. This perennial philosophical
concern was expressed in notions such as Platonic anima mundi, Johannine Logos, Plotinian procession, Brunonian universal force, and the
Cudworthian plastik principle and had again emerged with the new
consideration of magnetism and electricity.77 These notions of a middle
principle made it possible to understand the divine in multiple forms.
In Gott, Herder devotes some brief and unfavourable attention to
Kant’s ﬁrst Kritik without ever speciﬁcally mentioning Kant.78 In the
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‘Transcendental Dialectic’, Kant pointed out the errors of the ontological,
cosmological and physicotheological (or teleological) arguments.79 This
was based on his position that while synthetic judgements of reason were
possible in both mathematics and the natural sciences, this was not true of
metaphysical claims, for which empirical experience was impossible.
Kant’s way back to God was through his practical philosophy and what
he called pure practical postulates. For this concept, ‘if the conditioned is
given, the entire series of all its conditions is likewise given.’80 Such
postulates were not merely conjecture, but necessarily based on a given
condition.81 Building on his argument for the inalienable condition of
morality, Kant concluded that immortality, freedom and the existence of
God were necessary postulates.82 While not scientiﬁcally demonstrable,
such postulates were nevertheless necessary on the grounds of practical
reason.83 These conclusions placed Kant within the Aufklärung tradition
in that religion remained within the bounds of reason,84 and thereby
subordinate to an independent rational concept of morality.85
Herder attacked Kant’s subjective faith in God, and instead maintained
the direct experience of the divine. Whereas for Kant reason was a
separate faculty whose employment was limited to a certain sphere, for
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Herder divine reason was present and demonstrative of the divine in
both the internal subject and external object, providing an underlying
unity for both; God was the ‘essential necessity in the relation of
truths’,86 the ‘is’ of all being.87 Reason, in man and in the rational
harmony of the universe, is not rational evidence of the plan of an
extramundane God, but the active participation of God in the universe.88 Herder’s main point against the critical philosophy of Kant
was the dualism and the resulting subjectivism that came to plague the
critical enterprise. This was the result of a distinction between the
faculties of reason and experience, which for Herder were aspects of a
single living power, immanent in all reality as its transcendent
ground.89 Kant’s Kritik opposed reason and experience, and as a result
relegated what was for Herder the most immediate and real God to an
abstract practical postulate, secured at the cost of a dualism that
demoted our experience of the world to subjectivism.
Herder felt that the position he articulated in Gott, with its revised
version of Spinoza’s God, articulated a strong rational position. Alternatively, those of Jacobi or Kant relied on knotty subjective claims of faith,
or abstract a priori postulates of pure practical reason, both of which
were treated as if they were able to evade the problems of abstraction,
enthusiasm, dualism and subjectivity. In Herder’s proposal the universe
was not a deterministic mechanism that threatened morality and fatalism
but an ordered organism in which the laws of both nature and human
freedom had their foundation. Nor were the forces with which the universe was increasingly understood to operate a threat to freedom; instead,
they were the patterns that gave freedom structure. Herder’s book
marked a dramatic reversal in Spinoza’s fortunes. In the preface to the
second edition of Gespräch (1800), Herder noted the change in public
opinion which went from one that had held Spinoza in ‘horror and
loathing’ to one that placed him in the esteemed company of Leibniz
and other greats of the Western philosophical tradition.90 Indeed, such
was the new inﬂuence of Spinoza that forty-eight years later, Heine wrote
that pantheism had become the ‘open secret’ and ‘the clandestine religion
of Germany’.91
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being and revelation
Herder’s Gott demonstrated that God and nature were not conﬂicting
concepts, but rather that the transcendent God was revealed through the
immanent forces of nature. However, as a clergy member, and the general
superintendent and consistory court preacher at Weimar, in charge of
overseeing the clergy of his area, he also had to consider the God of
revelation.92 The understanding which Herder advances is closely related
to the natural religion we see developed in Gott. History and nature were
not in conﬂict, but manifestations of the same force:
The God I seek in history must be the same God that is in nature . . . History too
must be governed by natural laws, which are of its very essence and above which
the deity can elevate itself so little, as it is in these very laws, which it has itself
established, that the deity reveals itself in its sublime power with an immutable,
wise and gracious beauty.93

This position is given greater clarity when one examines the importance
Herder ascribes to Johannine Christianity. In John’s Gospel, God is love,
and whoever is in this love abides in God.94 Love is a fundamental force,
made incarnate in Christ as exemplar and available through the created
power of human reason. In a letter to Jacobi, Herder draws a parallel
between the Johannine notion of love and Spinoza’s ethics.95 Just as the
scientiﬁc enterprise continually reveals being, the notion of love continuously brings one back to the source of that being in God.96
That the manifestation of the God of religion is contextual, unfolding
on the horizon of one’s own experience, also inﬂects Herder’s understanding of religious scripture. In a section of his Über die neuere Deutsche
Literatur (On the New German Literature, 1766–67) entitled ‘Vom
neuern Gebrauch der Mythologie’ (‘Of the New Use of Mythology’),
Herder argues that myth ought to be ‘individual for its character, national
in its country, patriotic in its hero, appropriate for its events, secular in its
time, and idiomatic in its language’.97 The function of myth is to lead
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people through the use of common concepts and images ‘to the perception
by the senses of certain moral or general truths’.98 This is the notion
behind Herder’s six collections of Zerstreute Blätter (Scattered Leaves,
1784–97), which contained an interconnected mixture of poetry and
prose, from Greek, Roman, Persian, Vedic, Scandinavian and German
sources, concerning the common themes – morality, wisdom, love, beauty
and life after death – central to all mythologies. Herder maintains that in
the classical past it was considered appropriate to make changes and
additions to myth, which ought to be possessed of both ‘poetic probability and poetic beauty’.99 To this end he argues that we must study the
ancient myths ‘so that we ourselves become inventors’.100 It is the responsibility of the latter-day poet to invent contemporary myth, reﬂective of its
own Standort.101
Herder, like Jacobi, was inﬂuenced by Kant’s pre-critical reﬂections
which argued that absolute being was the ground of all predication.
Yet Herder, as we have seen, was equally resistant to the apriorism by
which Kant believed it was possible to philosophically conceptualise
God. Instead, as the ground of predication, we are always in contact
with Being, born into it and enveloped by it. Accordingly, absolute
being is known not by abstraction but as it unfolds in the immanent
order. The immanence of absolute being naturally disposed Herder to
the monism of Spinoza, yet it was only with Jacobi’s attack on the
Dutch philosopher that Herder’s hand was forced, and he brought
himself to create the revised Spinozism of Gott, which would become
so important for the Romantics. Replacing extension with force meant
the immanent natural order, with its proportion, harmony and goodness; human history, with its particular periods of ﬂourishing; and
mythology, evermore engaged in a process of representing moral and
general truths, disclosed the inﬁnite nature of the transcendent
absolute on the immanent horizon of human ﬁnitude. It is a great
irony of intellectual history that Jacobi, using Spinoza as a foil to
critique philosophy, inadvertently provided Herder with the impetus
to develop and reﬁne his own understanding of Spinoza, and in his
revision ensure that the seventeenth-century philosopher would have
a far greater importance and longevity than Jacobi’s own thought
would enjoy.
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Herder’s Gott profoundly inﬂuenced the work of Karl Philipp Moritz,
whose aesthetic writings would in turn exert an important inﬂuence on
the Romantics. While in Rome, in August of 1787, Goethe received a
copy of Gott from his fellow Spinoza-enthusiast Herder. At this time,
Goethe had started a friendship with another German visitor to Rome,
Moritz, who had departed Berlin in August 1786 with the aim of writing
his own Italian journey. Born in 1756 to parents of modest means in the
town of Hamelin, in the Electorate of Hanover, most of what is known of
Moritz’s early life comes from his most important and well-known work
Anton Reiser: ein psychologischer Roman, which appeared in four
volumes (1785–90). Its protagonist, like Moritz, experiences the extremes
of Pietism, is apprenticed to a cruel hatter, and then, attracting the interest
of a patron, is sent to a Gymnasium. From there Moritz ran away to
indulge an ultimately fruitless fantasy of becoming an actor. He spent
periods at Erfurt and Wittenberg studying theology, and sojourned at a
Moravian seminary. Following these wander-years, he took a position at
a Gymnasium in Berlin, which afforded him some contact with the
intellectual circle of the Berlin Aufklärung. He learned English and travelled to England in 1782, publishing a somewhat commercially successful
account of his journey, followed by the ﬁrst volume of his more successful
Anton Reiser. His publisher, hoping for another work of travel literature,
ﬁnanced a trip to Italy, where he met Goethe, who would introduce
Moritz, through the work of Herder, to some of the key ideas that would
shape his aesthetic and religious thought.
After Italy, and through the assistance of his new friend Goethe,
Moritz spent some time at Weimar, where he taught English to Duke
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Carl August. In part, through the inﬂuence of the connections he had
established, Moritz received a professorship in ﬁne art at the Königlichen
Akademie der Künste (Royal Academy of Art) in Berlin, where Ludwig
Tieck, Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder and Alexander von Humboldt
numbered among his students. For a decade, from 1783, he edited the
Magazin für Erfahrungsseelkunde (Magazine for Empirical Psychology),
an important early periodical in the development of psychology. In 1791,
he was admitted to the Preußische Akademie der Wissenschaften (Prussian
Academy of Sciences). Following a brief and unhappy marriage, he died in
1793. Moritz was not one of the commanding intellects of late eighteenthcentury German letters; however, he is nevertheless a noteworthy reﬂection of his age, both through the company he kept and the compass of
his works. His creative production ranged through travel literature,
drama, and two major novels, while his intellectual output included
contributions to pedagogy, psychology, mythography and aesthetics.
Compared with Jacobi and Herder, Moritz has received considerably
less attention.1 Yet not unlike both Jacobi and Herder, Moritz’s consideration of the absolute has been obscured by the critical reception he has
received, which has placed his aesthetics within the context of Kant’s
thought and not in relation to Herder. As a consequence, myth, the focus
of much of his writing, is understood as an expression of the free creativity of the self and an assertion of its liberated secular individual power.
Accordingly, the poet, in the revolutionary spirit of the age, wrests power
back from the heteronomy of institutions and superstition and returns it
to the autonomous individual subject to whose cognition reality must
conform.2 This, however, is a wholly inadequate representation of Moritz, for whom myth expresses a totality to which human beings are both
subordinate and dependent, something which has been acknowledged in
Louis Dumont’s reading of Moritz’s aesthetics.3 As such, myth stands not
only in opposition to the idealist prohibition against realist speculation,
but as an alternative re-enchanting theological idiom. It has often been the
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case that Moritz’s aesthetics has been treated without attention to his
mythography; yet by understanding both together, we gain a better
appreciation of his aesthetic programme.
Moritz did not construe myth as a record of historical or rational fact
obscured by allegorical embellishment, as had been the case with the
Enlightenment’s notion of natural religion. Instead, he argued that its
form was essential to the absolute nature of its divine subject. This
defence of myth was based on the development of his aesthetic theory,
which held that beautiful art was deﬁned by the quality of being disinterested, that is, by being complete in itself. This totality was possible
through Moritz’s understanding of mimesis, which was the imitation
not simply of nature’s products but also of the forces that constitute it.
This insight into force allowed the artist to create ‘an impression in
miniature . . . of the great whole of nature’.4 Moritz extended this aesthetics to his mythography. Myth, like art, constitutes a totality that provides
the imagination with a place free from restriction in its imitation of the
divine. Even if myth becomes corrupted, as Moritz intimates it had in his
own age, as a creative idiom it affords a freedom that makes possible a
new realist articulation of the transcendent divine absolute.

the problem of the representation of totality
Initially, Moritz was not concerned with the problem of the absolute, but
with the question of representation in art, particularly the representation
of totality. This was the subject of an article he published in the Berlinische Monatsschrift entitled Versuch einer Vereinigung aller schönen
Künste und Wissenschaften unter dem Begriff des in sich selbst
Vollendeten (Attempt to Unite All the Fine Arts and Sciences under the
Concept of Completion in Itself, 1785).5 In his essay, Moritz builds a
distinction between the pleasure derived from the beautiful (Schönen) and
the useful (Nützliche). Moritz explains that the useful object does not
have its end within itself, but outside itself, in its function, and that the
pleasure associated with the useful arises in fulﬁlling this desired function.
The completion or perfection (Vollkommenheit) of a useful object is not
found within it, but in the individual who experiences the beneﬁt of its
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utility. Alternately, in the case of the beautiful, perfection lies in the object
itself. Moritz writes: ‘In the observation of the beautiful I roll the end back
out of myself into the object itself: I observe it [the end], as something that
is not in me, but rather as complete in itself [in sich selbst Vollendetes],
that thus comprises in itself a whole, and that grants me pleasure for its
own sake.’6 Elsewhere Moritz describes this as the task of the artist: ‘The
artist must seek to roll back the end within the object itself . . . to make it
complete in itself. Then we see a whole where we once saw nothing but
divergent ended parts.’7
The experience of beauty, which is complete in itself, leads Moritz to
the notion of disinterestedness. He explains that in the experience of the
useful, the self plays a role in the object’s completion, whereas in the
experience of the beautiful, ‘I consider, not the beautiful object in relation
to me, but rather myself in relation to it.’8 Here, in order for the beautiful
work of art to be a whole, individuals and their feelings must be subordinate. Therefore, the beautiful work of art does not exhort either the artist
who created it or the individual who experiences it.9 Indeed, in encountering its totality, we are drawn away from the self, and experience ‘an
agreeable forgetting of ourselves ’.10 This is ‘the highest degree of pure
and unselﬁsh pleasure’.11 For Moritz, this disinterestedness was the result
of the beautiful object’s completion, to which we can add nothing.
Instead, in encountering the beautiful, ‘we offer . . . our individual limited
being [Dasein] to a higher type of being [Dasein].’12 Accordingly, Moritz
offers a form of disinterestedness ﬁve years prior to that which Kant
proposes in his third Kritik, and here based on a realist claim of totality,
rather than an idealist claim of appearance.
Though the subject matter of the Versuchaufsatz is not overtly theological, the disinterested totality that Moritz puts forward has a moral
substratum that reveals its realist Platonic provenance. Moritz enjoins the
artist to take a noble disposition that seeks the beautiful in itself, as
opposed to the popular conception of it. Those who succumb to such
temptations of praise will ﬁnd themselves ‘seeking a false shimmer, that
will perhaps momentarily dazzle the eyes of the rabble, but will vanish
before the glance of the wise’.13 This injunction against the artist bears
some similarity to Plato’s comments on poetry in the Republic, which
maintain that poetry must appeal foremost to reason, whereas poetry that
6
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appeals mainly to the appetitive part of the soul is to be banished from the
ideal state.14 Moritz had initially encountered the disinterested pursuit of
the highest good in a Christian context, but one that eschewed all created
beauty for what he called a ‘dry metaphysical enthusiasm [Schwärmerei]’.15 In the ﬁrst part of Moritz’s autobiographical novel Anton
Reiser, published the same year as the Versuchaufsatz, Moritz depreciatingly described the particular form of Pietist quietism under which he was
raised.16 It practised, according to Moritz, ‘entry into a blessed nothingness, the complete obliteration of all selfhood or selﬂove, and a complete
disinterested [uninteressierte] love of God’, the end of which was perfect
quiet.17 Unlike the Platonic model, wherein creation was the means to
ascend to the highest good, the form of spirituality Moritz describes
stressed the absolute distance of God from creation, making creation
not a means to but a hindrance against divine contemplation. As we shall
see in Über die bildende Nachahmung des Schönen (On the Artistic
Imitation of the Beautiful, 1788), Moritz’s aesthetics reverses this ascetic
path, reclaiming disinterestedness for the aesthetic object.

herder and the aesthetics of kraft
In 1786, Moritz travelled to Italy where Goethe introduced him to the
revised Spinozism of Herder’s Gott and the ideas that would become
central to the development of his aesthetics. Herder, still in Weimar, sent
Goethe a copy of his new text, which Moritz, according to Goethe, took
as ﬂame to kindle:18 ‘Moritz is really elated with it, almost as if this work
was all that was needed to put the keystone to his thoughts.’19 The work
contained the important notions of immanent divinity and force (Kraft),
both of which would prove invaluable in helping Moritz to develop the
14
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insights of Über die bildende Nachahmung des Schönen (1788), which
reversed the demands of Pietistic ascesis based on the requirements of a
transcendent divinity.20 Herder’s notion of force, in which the divine
‘reveals himself in an inﬁnite number of forces, in an inﬁnite number of
ways’,21 as ‘an ever-new and ever-renewed source of divine beauty’,22
would have appealed to Moritz in light of his negative evaluation of
quietism. It is the inﬁnite creativity present in nature that comes to be, for
Moritz, the inspiration for human artistic activity. The artistic genius is
inspired by natural beauty to ‘imitate it, strive after it, eavesdrop in its
secret workshop, and form and create, that blazing ﬁre in his breast,
as nature does’.23 In order to explain this, Moritz identiﬁes and names
certain forms of force that play a role in the creative process. Nature itself
is possessed of a creative force (Schöpfungskraft),24 which impresses
itself on the artist’s perceptive force (Spähungskraft). That perceptive
force can ‘penetrate the core of beings [Wesen]’, thereby seeing beyond
the products of nature to their productive origin.25 This insight into the
source of natural beauty allows the artist to disassemble the beautiful
in its natural instantiations, divide it from its surroundings, and through
his own formative force (Bildungskraft) reassemble reality through
the medium of art.26 What is more, for Moritz, this artistic activity is
based on freedom, since the ability to represent the highest beauty is in
our power of action (Tatkraft).27 This power is without antecedent, and
self-determining in nature, and as such it is opposed to the reality of
things which exist in their particularity. Moritz justiﬁes this position by
explaining that what is available to action, while not strictly inﬁnite, is so
great that its possibilities cannot be subsumed or ordered by the
imagination, nor grasped by the senses. Therefore, though the power of
action is limited to our ﬁnite existence, it contains seemingly inﬁnite
possibilities.
Moritz explained that what art creates is not a reproduction of the
beautiful already encountered in nature, as this would merely be to copy
the product of a force without engaging it. Earlier in the Versuchaufsatz
20
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Moritz rejected the notion that the aim of art was the imitation of nature.
Instead, the role of the artist was to give appearance (Erscheinung) to the
realist insight that has been gained into true immaterial reality by joining
it to material reality through what Moritz calls the formative power
(Bildungskraft).28 The result is that what beautiful art reproduced is the
active force of the beautiful in a product that is of the artist’s own making.
As such, true artistic imitation of the beautiful constituted beauty both as
a product and as a process. What is more, by virtue of this representation
of process, the artistic object had the quality of always being in a state of
becoming, endowing it with an inexhaustible nature, in essence opposing
its own particularity. This reﬂects the character of totality by which
Moritz designated the beautiful earlier in the Versuchaufsatz. We can
bring nothing conceptual to bear upon the beautiful; because ‘the beautiful cannot be recognised, it must be produced – or felt,’29 our perception
of it is instead possible through ‘taste or the capacity for feeling [Geschmack oder Empﬁndungsfähigkeit]’.30
Moritz naturally realised that the beautiful object cannot be a consummate totality, but instead must be an impression of it:
Any beautiful whole from the hand of the formative artist is thus an impression in
miniature of the highest beauty of the great whole of nature, that after all still
indirectly recreates [nature] through the formative hand of the artist, that which
was not directly part of its great plan.31

Since the beautiful object stands at a distance from that which it represented, yet nevertheless reduplicated its totality, it caused a momentary
forgetting of the self on account of its disinterested nature. This cancelling
was not a form of self-annihilation, as had been the case with the extreme
Pietism that Moritz rejected; rather, it was momentary, occurring only
when we are in the presence of the beautiful creation. In words that echo
the creative spirit of God hovering over the waters in Genesis, Moritz
described the beautiful artistic object as ‘hovering and ﬂitting [schwebend
und gaukelnd]’ over reality, appearing more charming to the eye than
nature itself.32
In emphasising totality, Moritz was not advocating a new position.
The completeness of a work of art had for a long time been the measure of
mimetic perfection. Rather, the important shift that he affected lies in his
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redeﬁnition of the nature of this completion. No longer was this measured
by the correspondence between the products of natural beauty and those
depicted in a work of art, but rather by the representation of the creative
power active within beautiful nature itself. Therefore, though necessarily
disinterested, Moritz’s position is the opposite of Kant’s subjective
account of aesthetic creation and judgement, which is based on the free
play of cognitive faculties. In this manner, while re-deﬁning mimesis,
Moritz’s objectivism returns to classic realist Platonic notions of transcendent participation. Furthermore, this restoration of participation
restores eros to the pursuit of the beautiful, where it had no place in
Kant’s idealist aesthetics. At the same time, the artistic object was in
essence a microcosmic representation of the macrocosmic whole, an
immanent transcendent object, in both a sensory and metaphysical
manner. Herder’s notion of Kraft can be traced through his own reading
to Shaftesbury’s artist as ‘second maker’ and Cudworth’s notion of ‘plastic nature’, and then further back to earlier Renaissance and Neoplatonic
notions of the mimetic.33 Here, in Moritz, this perennial idea takes the
shape of the formative artist.

the aesthetics of mythology
Following his return to Berlin, Moritz extended the central thesis of his
aesthetic work to mythology, thereby making the somewhat implicit theology of his aesthetics emphatic. In quick succession, he published the
inﬂuential Die Götterlehre (The Doctrine of the Gods, 1790) and ΑΝΘΟΥΣΑ
oder Roms Alterthümer: Ein Buch für die Menschheit (ΑΝΘΟΥΣΑ or Rome’s
Antiquities: A Book for Humanity, 1791). In these works, he considered
Greek and Roman mythology in the same way he conceived of the work of
art as something complete in itself. In mythology, the imagination (Phantasie) of the people appears through the creative power of a genius artist,
which transcribes actuality into anthropological images. In comparison to
his aesthetic considerations, Moritz’s mythographic works, while written
for a more general audience, contain within them some important elaborations of his aesthetic theory into the area of religion.
33
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The Götterlehre is something of a conventional mythological textbook,
though it rests on an understanding of myth as poetry elaborated in an
introductory essay entitled ‘Gesichtspunkt für die Mythologieschen Dichtungen’ (‘Point of View for Mythological Poetry’).34 Employing his
notion of artistic totality, Moritz explained that ‘mythological poems
must be regarded as a language of imagination [Phantasie]: Taken as
such, they amount to, as it were, a world of their own lifted out [herausgehoben] of the context of actual things.’35 Because myth bordered on
nothing, it could ‘rest and hover over reality’, free from the demands
usually associated with the articulation of the divine.36 Moritz contrasted
the classical mythological mode of expressing the divine with contemporary theology. In an assessment reminiscent of Schiller’s Die Götter Griechenlandes, and his critique of Pietist quietism in Anton Reiser, he pointed
negatively to the imposition of metaphysical necessities which require the
divine to be abstracted into a catalogue of superlative attributes or
reduced to a ﬁrst cause. Such abstract notions had no purchase on the
imagination and stiﬂe any meaningful articulation of the divine. Myth
avoids this ‘desolate desert’ of abstraction, freeing the formative power
(bildende Kraft) of the imagination into a place of pure play (Spielraum),
wherein ‘everything is genesis, procreation and giving birth.’37 In order
further to secure this freedom, Moritz explained that we often ﬁnd myth
set in the dark history of a distant past. For Moritz, therefore, the
theological was best left to the mythological idiom.
Moritz opposed any reductive understanding of myth, which presumed
it merely to be a mediating form for something that reason could convey
more clearly and directly. The Enlightenment understanding of myth
as exempliﬁed in the thought of the Neologen was based on a belief
in natural religion, and considered the mythological and the supernatural
to be the historical accretions of a more primitive past on rational truths.
Opposing this, Moritz maintains that myth must be treated as art, with
all the connotations of totality which that term possessed for him: ‘A true
work of art, a beautiful poem, is something consummate and perfect in
itself; that exists for its own sake, and whose value lies in itself and in
the well-ordered relationship of its parts.’38 As a totality, myth was
complete unto itself or disinterested. To interpret or abstract from it
was to turn a supreme work of art into a hieroglyph or dead letter whose
only worth was that it means something other than itself. Not only did
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such attempts to interpret myth rob it of its intrinsic meaning; they made
the mythological appear nonsensical: ‘the hand that wants wholly to pull
back the veil that covers these poems . . . encounters, rather than the
hoped for discoveries, nothing but contradictions and inconsistencies.’39
Since myth represented ‘the whole of nature with all its lavish excesses
and its entire swelling abundance, it is exulted as such a [total] representation over all concepts of morality.’40 Moritz explained, just as one
cannot judge the abundance of nature immoderate or the wrath of a lion
savage, neither is myth subject to such judgements. For this reason, a
rationalistic interpretation of myth will always make it seem unsophisticated, barbaric or even immoral. According to Moritz everything in myth
was subordinate to poetic beauty, and for this reason, myth taught better
than any other form. Because teaching was not its purpose and doctrine
was not its aim, myth had a grace of communication beyond the didactic
and discursive that was able to bring the immaterial reality of transcendence into appearance.
In ΑΝΘΟΥΣΑ oder Roms Alterthümer, Moritz presented the folk
customs of ancient Rome, and again, somewhat implicitly, compared
the ritual of Roman religion favourably with that of his own less sensate
and more abstract age. In his articulation of classical civilisation, Moritz
made claims not unlike those of his near contemporaries, such as Winkelmann and Schiller, which lauded a certain antique simplicity that
allowed divinity to pervade all aspects of life. The free and uncomplicated
antique religious imagination had the quality of heightening the mundane
and making the moral beautiful. Moritz’s aim became most clear in the
conclusion, which explained the title of his work. The term ΑΝΘΟΥΣΑ
referred to a Greek-derived tradition in the Roman religion. When one
required the protection of gods, but felt their actual name had become
deﬁled, one could use a secret name, and one of these was ΑΝΘΟΥΣΑ, the
ﬂowering (Blühende).41 Moritz proposed a return to this creative reinvention of myth in his own age:
The glory of ancient Rome is now faded, and time has long since drawn its furrow
over its great fates. But all the same, from the rubble and ash there again pushed
up on this very spot a delicate ﬂower, the ﬂower of art. Beneath its youthful glow
and its fresh scent now rise up the majestic ruins of the past, like a barrow,
decorated with violets.42
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By subtitling his text ‘a book for humanity’, Moritz considered the religious creativity of the ancient world as the organic material from which to
call forth a renewed religious imagination, one that could rise from the
ashes of discredited metaphysical arguments and uncertain historical
testimony. Almost prophetically, Moritz envisioned these new mythologies as symbolised by a ﬂower, like the ﬂower that would appear in the
dreams of Novalis’ Heinrich von Ofterdingen, yet here purple rather
than blue.
In these claims, Moritz contributed to the nascent ﬁeld of comparative mythography. Though he was not explicit about historical context,
the concept of Blühende understands myth contextually. Although the
context of a myth may change, requiring an alteration in the form it
takes, the subject matter of the transcendent absolute remains the same.
Moritz’s call to creative mythologisation again had resonances with the
Platonic tradition, particularly with the Timeaus, where Plato describes
the cosmogony he sets out as a ‘probable myth’ (εἰκώς μῦθος).43 In terms
of form, myth could not claim to be a deﬁnitive statement; rather, its
nature allows for a process of limitless interpretation in a manner that
was reﬂective of the irreducible quality of its transcendent absolute
subject. In this way, readers participate in the generation of meaning,
as opposed to it being discursively articulated to them.44 Myth was
contingent in its expression and relative to the narrative structure in
which it is expressed. At the same time, however, it was absolute in its
subject matter and eternal in its meaning. Accordingly, the appeal of
myth to Frühromantik as a new idiom for the divine is clear. Though
Moritz does not address the issue of divine transcendence or immanence directly, as Jacobi and Herder do, his aesthetics and mythography began to break down these categories. The divine is immanent
through creation as Schöpfungskraft, but transcendent within the artistic creations that can constitute, but never exhaust, the divine. Furthermore, it set out a form that seemed capable of making realist claims,
yet also appeared able to account for the role of the subject as revealed
by idealism. Additionally, making allowance for the developments of
historicism and biblical criticism, it appeared as an alternative to the
authority of doctrine and the inherency of scripture.
Schelling, in his lectures on the philosophy of art, praised Moritz’s
aesthetic mythography: ‘It is a great credit to Moritz that he was the ﬁrst,
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both among the Germans and in general, to represent mythology with the
characteristic of the poetic absoluteness that is peculiar to it.’45 Similarly,
in his own aesthetic lectures, August Wilhelm Schlegel maintained that
Moritz’s aesthetics understood the nature of art better than Kant.46 For
both, the Götterlehre provided some of the guiding principles for their
consideration of mythology.47 Yet it is in the work of Friedrich Schlegel,
arguably the central ﬁgure of Frühromantik, that we see the concept of
Blühende put into action in the Gespräch über die Poesie.48 Schlegel
writes of myth as a creative idiom that consciously pursues the absolute.
As a form it acts ‘to suspend [aufzuheben] the progression and laws of
rationally thinking reason, and to transfer us once again into the beautiful
confusion of imagination, into the original chaos of human nature, for
which I know as yet no more beautiful symbol than the colourful throng
of ancient gods’.49 Schlegel then went on to expand Moritz’s thesis,
subsuming both philosophy and literature under the mythological idiom,
which is not static but evolving and unfolding, possessed of the qualities
of being original (Ursprüngliches), inimitable (Unnachahmliches) and
absolutely insoluble (schlechtlich unauﬂöslich).50 As such the mythological takes the place of rational or doctrinal theology as the language
for transcendence.51 Similar claims concerning the religious power of art
were in turn made by Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder in his Herzensergießungen eines kunstliebenden Klosterbruders (Confessions from the
Heart of an Art-Loving Friar, 1797) and by Ludwig Tieck, in Phantasien
über die Kunst, für Freunde der Kunst (Fantasies on Art for Friends of
Art, 1799), which was started by Wackenroder and completed by Tieck
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after Wackenroder’s death. Both had attended Moritz’s lectures at Berlin
concerning the mythologisation of art and music.52
Here is part II, chapter 5 examined the modern philosophical task of
locating an absolute ground within immanence to take the place of the
transcendent absolute of ontological realism. In Chapters 6–8, Jacobi,
Herder and Moritz each offered arguments against this philosophical
programme, instead arguing for the place of the transcendent absolute.
Jacobi maintained that the absolute could not be an object of philosophical certainty, but only the goal of inﬁnite approximation, and further that
any attempt to render it immanent would result in nihilism. For Herder,
all immanent reality in the end necessarily gave way to the disclosure of its
transcendent foundation, which could be found in myriad forms, present
not just in natural laws but also in the unfolding of human history.
Finally, for Moritz, aesthetics provided the possibility of re-presenting
the transcendent absolute, allowing the artist to participate in the divine
creative process and to generate a representation of totality that momentarily suspended the self without threatening the nihilism of abstract
speculation. By examining the question of the immanence or transcendence of the absolute toward the end of the eighteenth century, we gain a
greater appreciation for the realist background from which Romantic
religious thought would emerge, and which allowed Schlegel, Hölderlin
and Novalis to develop a new aesthetic language for a transcendent
absolute in an age of immanence.
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part iii
ROMANTIC RELIGION

The Poet’s Vocation

Aber Freund! wir kommen zu spät. Zwar leben die Götter,
Aber über dem Haupt droben in anderer Welt.
– Hölderlin, Brot und Wein

In Chapter 1, Hölderlin’s Dichterberuf described the vocation of the
Romantic poet as establishing a new participatory language of
transcendence for an age of immanence. The immanent age that Schiller
and Hölderlin responded to in Part I of this book was the result of the
gradual transposition of the system and structure of knowledge by which
the world was conceptualised, from an understanding of reality secured in
the transcendent, where the meaning and truth of things ultimately resided with the supernatural, to an immanent understanding, set over and
against the transcendent, where meaning was grounded in the natural
order. This transposition was expressed in the modern philosophical
project to establish an immanent absolute, as expressed in the positions
of both Spinoza and Fichte. Chapter 5 outlined these proposals, with
Chapters 6–8 detailing the growing difﬁculties associated with it. Each in
their own way, Jacobi, Herder and Moritz, offered a critique of the notion
of an immanent absolute and set out his own case for the necessity of
transcendent realism. It was out of this context that Romanticism would
emerge, arguing for a new form of transcendent realism. To do this they
would draw on Plato and the Platonic tradition, yet at the same time they
would not wholly reject modern rationalism or transcendental idealism.
Instead, the Romantics remained enamoured of the central Spinozist
claim that there was nothing apart from God, and equally they accepted
the fundamental insight of Fichte’s post-Kantian idealism, that the mind is
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fundamental to structuring our experience. Equally however, the Romantics rejected Spinoza’s rational limitations that rendered God wholly
immanent, and the strictures that Fichte’s transcendental idealism placed
on the possible knowledge of the transcendent. Accordingly, Romantic
realism, while retaining its modern disposition, could not be a simple reassertion of classical realist philosophy, nor could it be a return to the
orthodox theology of transcendence as it had been constructed in the
past. Instead, drawing on the eclipsed tradition of Platonic realism,
Romanticism would seek to forge a new language for transcendence in
an age that had come to think in terms of immanence.
In few places is the Romantic struggle to bring together both Fichte and
Spinoza dramatised as forcefully as it is in Hölderlin’s novel Hyperion. In
the preface to the penultimate version of the work, Hölderlin set out the
end of Romantic striving, between freedom and determination, the individual and totality:
We tear ourselves loose from the peaceful Eν καὶ Πaν of the world, in order to
restore it through ourselves. We have fallen out with nature, and what was once
one, as we can believe, is now in conﬂict with itself, and each side alternates
between lordship and servitude. Often it is as though the world were everything
and we nothing, but often too it is as though we were everything and the world
nothing. Hyperion too was divided between these two extremes – to end that
eternal conﬂict between our self and the world, to restore the peace of all peace
that is higher than reason, to unite ourselves with nature into one inﬁnite whole –
that is the goal of all our striving, whether we want to understand it or not.1

In this passage, Hölderlin articulates what he understands to be the
condition of his present age: all individuals are rendered as either lords
over nature or servants to it. Together, these respectively represented the
immanent absolutes of Fichte’s absolute ‘I’ and Spinoza’s substance
monism. The reconciliation of these two principles would become possible only by rising ‘higher than reason’, through the re-appropriation of
transcendent realism. The character Hyperion, a young revolutionary,
embodies in his own struggles those felt by the Romantics in relation to
the philosophical orientations put before them. Novalis famously captured the same sentiments when he wrote, ‘We seek everywhere the
absolute [Unbedingte], and always ﬁnd only things [Dinge].’2 This oftcited fragment may be understood as expressing the world as Hyperion
understood it, as a construction of our idealist lordship over it or as
servitude to the one nature of which we are a determined mode. In neither
1
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instance could the Romantic ﬁnd what according to Novalis was the
solution of the age’s philosophical homesickness, ‘the drive to be everywhere at home in the world’.3 Ironically, when the absolute was pulled
down and conﬁned to immanence, the result was not the closeness of
proximity but alienation as experienced by Schiller in Die Götter
Griechenlandes. The Romantic response was to restore a strong form of
transcendence to our experience of reality by reasserting the transcendence of the absolute. This would have the effect of breaking down the
opposition of lordship and servitude by restoring a participatory dialogue
through the Dichterberuf of aesthetics.

3
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9
Platonism and the Transcendent Absolute

Platonism provided the Romantics with the philosophical insights that
would allow them to take two seeming philosophical extremes and begin
to synthesise a new position wherein all individual being, including the
self, inhered and participated in absolute being, which itself transcended
immanence. This chapter will ﬁrst introduce the two broad henological
and psychological principles that characterise Platonism and the Platonic
concepts of poesis and mathexis. In these principles, it is possible to
respectively see reﬂected the ab extra approach of Spinoza’s monism
and the ab intra approach of Fichte’s idealism. The realism of Platonism
transcends both, as expressed in the two interrelated Platonic concepts of
methesis and poesis, which would become patterns for Romantic realism.
With these elements of Platonism discursively outlined, it is then possible
to turn to the thought of Schlegel, Hölderlin and Novalis to observe how
these Platonic notions informed the thought of Romantic religion.
Platonism has consistently been one of the dominant philosophical
orientations of Western history. As a term applied across millennia and
to a broad range of thinkers, it is difﬁcult to determine its meaning in any
precise way, particularly so that it can be consistently and accurately
applied from the time of its origination to that of the Romantics. However, no such broad claim need be made in relation to Romanticism since
an unbroken genealogy of inﬂuence and transmission stretching from
antiquity to the late eighteenth century need not be established. Rather,
when the Romantics considered in the following chapters refer to Plato or
Platonism, they are overwhelmingly referring directly to Plato, in the cases
of Schlegel and Hölderlin, or to the great exegete of the Platonic tradition
and founder of Neoplatonism Plotinus, in the case of Novalis. For the
125
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Romantics, Plato did not represent the weight of an entire tradition of
speculative metaphysics, but a model of liberation from restrictive
modern philosophical traditions. The Romantic turn to Plato was assisted
by the development of classical philology that began in the mid-eighteenth
century with the inﬂuential work of the Dutch scholar David Ruhnken
and the Germans Johann August Ernesti and Friedrich August Wolf.
Through their philological endeavours, Plato’s presence was further
increased through new publications. The Editio Bipontina (Zweibrücker
Ausgabe) of Plato’s works appeared between 1781 and 1787, ﬁnally
superseding the sixteenth-century Stephanus edition, and between
1796 and 1797 Friedrich Leopold Stolberg’s inﬂuential translations were
published. Schlegel, enthused by his own reading of Plato, would recruit
his Berlin roommate Schleiermacher to take part in his own planned
translation project of the works of Plato, a project Schleiermacher would
later carry out.1
In a secondary manner the Romantics were also inﬂuenced by a wider
Platonic-Christian tradition. Nicholas of Cusa and others during the
Florentine Renaissance operated within the Platonic-Christian tradition,
opposing elements of late mediaeval nominalism. By the sixteenth century
this Platonic tradition was an important antidote to the authority of the
Aristotelian mainstream and the problems arising from modern philosophy, viz. determinism and dualism.2 Figures such as Ralph Cudworth,
Henry More, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, Lord Shaftesbury, Jean-Jacques
Rousseau and François Hemsterhuis had all looked to the Platonic tradition, and subsequently inﬂuenced the work of thinkers such as Jacobi,
Herder and Moritz. These German ﬁgures drew on Platonism both as a
philosophical alternative to the discursive and limited rationalism of the
Aufklärung and as part of an aesthetic programme to develop an alternative to French classicism. Yet this secondary Platonic tradition operated in
an indirect way on the Romantics considered here, offering more of a
model for the appropriation of key notions within Platonism, rather than
as a direct resource. Consequently, because of the overwhelming tendency
of the Frühromantiker to turn ad fontes when it came to Platonism, this
1
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chapter will set out the main notions of antique Platonic realism drawn on
by the Romantics.

the henological and psychological principles
of platonism
Arriving at a deﬁnition of the central concepts within Platonism, even
when restricted to Plato and his antique followers, carries with it difﬁculties.3 There is, for instance, the vexing challenge of interpreting what
Plato in fact says, which is posed by the creative and allegorical language
and form that the dialogues take. This leads to an oft-encountered distinction between the written ideas central to the dialogues and the unwritten ideas, more obliquely expressed, which generations of readers develop
in their interpretations. In both, there is a wide degree of variation, yet
there are also substantive areas of convergence, which do make it possible
to identify and articulate the two persistent henological and psychological
principles of Platonism set out here. The former is more closely allied to
the unwritten tradition and reﬂects an approach that proceeds from the
conceptually general to the particular. The latter can be more readily
found expressed within the dialogues themselves, and issues from the
particular to the general.
According to the henological principle, all reality derives from a basic
relationship between unity and plurality, of the one and the many. This
establishes a one-sided, hierarchical relationship in which the one (ἕν,
hen), or God, is the absolute. As the one is the source and explanation
for the order of the sensible world of becoming, ontology and theology
are inseparably intertwined. All of the attributes observable in phenomena are immaterial and hence do not depend on material bodies for their
real existence. Rather, all of the complex phenomena and multiplicity of
this world may be accounted for through the simplest, irreducible principles in which they participate. Based on this divine unity, a philosophically systematic understanding of the cosmos is possible itself grounded in
the intelligible reality of the principles which govern its contents.
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Furthermore, since these principles themselves constitute a unity, the
particular doctrines which are understood to govern metaphysics, epistemology and ethics constitute a single, uniﬁed and harmonious doctrine.
All this allows reality to be understood in terms of a uniﬁed, nontemporal, hierarchical henology, wherein the intelligible precedes the
sensible, the simple the complex, and the one the many.
In concert with the governing henological principle of Platonism is the
psychological principle. The cosmos itself is considered alive, and the
principle of the life is soul (ψυχή, psyche). Cosmic soul is not epiphenomenal but is the constitutive, efﬁcacious, unifying principle of all reality.
Individual souls relate hierarchically to the cosmic soul and fundamentally relate the individual to the one, or God. This produces the process of
striving, which aims to reverse the derivation of the intelligible to the
sensible. Here, cognition itself is hierarchical as it ascends toward the ﬁrst
principle of the one, yet it requires the sensible to reach the intelligible.
Therefore, whereas ontological priority resides with the intelligible, the
simple and the one, epistemological precedence resides with the sensible,
the complex and the many through which unity is appropriated. The fact
that the individual souls of humans can be occupied by either the sensible
or the intelligible establishes a potential conﬂict for the embodied individual and their immortal soul. Based on the henological principle, Platonism
understands the individual to be primarily the soul and identiﬁes its
immortal nature with the divine. This establishes the end (τέλος) of
becoming like God, and the distinction between one’s embodied existence
as it is, and the normative account of what it truly should be as expressed,
for example in Plato’s anamnetic psychology of the doctrine of the ideas,
wherein the soul possesses knowledge of the ideas gained before
incarnation and forgotten in the trauma of birth. The end of philosophy
is the recovery of these ideas, which is to become like God.4 Accordingly,
Platonic psychology, like ontology, is also fundamentally bound up with
theology.
Characterising Platonism through these principles makes it possible to
observe curious structural similarities with both the substance monism of
Spinoza and the transcendental idealism of Fichte. By beginning with
unity and progressing to a multiplicity, the henological principle is similar
to the ab extra approach of Spinoza. Like substance monism, Platonism
offers an understanding of the divine that is not limited to either the
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supernatural God of historical revelation and miracles nor the abstract
God of deism. Yet unlike Spinoza, it was not restricted to the categories of
discursive reason either, which had led Spinoza to his monist conclusion.
Similarly, like Spinozism, Platonism offered the possibility of understanding nature to be divine, but without the danger of reducing God to nature
alone, thereby threatening determinism and atheism. Platonism even
offered the Romantics the same opportunity to be heterodox. Plato was
a pagan, and the Platonic tradition had always had a troubled relationship with Christianity. Alternately, Platonism’s psychological principle
progresses from the individual toward unity, and in this way, Platonism
bears structural similarity to the ab intra procedure of Fichtian idealism.
Like transcendental idealism, Platonism demonstrates the importance of
the ‘I’ in structuring experience, yet without the danger of instituting a
one-sided subjective idealism unable to account for the independence of
the external world of other selves. Furthermore, whereas Fichte’s position
threatened to reduce God to morality and the moral order alone, Platonism divinised ethics, along with metaphysics and epistemology, by virtue
of its transcendent realism. Finally, like Fichte, Platonism offered a psychology of action characterised by a process of inﬁnite striving, but without
the problematic foundationalist nature of the Fichtian ‘I’.

the platonic concepts of methexis and poesis
Two further Platonic concepts that play an important role for the Romantics are methexis and poesis. These concepts, in essence, describe the
relationship between the two principles outlined above, and consequently
are important for the Romantic project of bringing together elements of
Spinoza and Fichte.
Methexis (μέθεξις) is the central Platonic concept, introduced in
Chapter 1, that describes how intelligible ideas relate to the sensible
appearances that participate in them. All things are what they are by
virtue of the ideas in which they participate, for example ‘all beautiful
things are beautiful by the Beautiful.’5 As such, methexis is a structurally
essential notion to Platonic realism. It reﬂects the hierarchical aspect of
the henological principle in that the participatory appearance has a lower
place than the idea in which it participates. Plato offered the initial
philosophical elaboration of this concept, but it would go on to be
5
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tremendously inﬂuential, not least as the dynamic concept in Plotinus’
notion of emanation, which explains how being ﬂows from the highest
one to all contingent being, such that all subordinate creation participates
in the highest being of the one.6 Overall, the effect of methexis is to bring
the created cosmos, and with it humanity, closer to the divine, which
saturates immanent creation.
The second signiﬁcant Platonic concept is that of poesis (ποίησις),
whose original meaning is that of the creative and productive act of
artistic making. As such poesis has the capacity to raise human participatory engagement to a higher level by allowing individuals to actively take
part in methexis. It is true that Plato criticised the poets in the Republic,
censuring both Homer and Hesiod for offering contemptible and false
representations of the gods that did not reﬂect the true nature of the
divinity.7 However, this is based on a distinction between simple imitation and active creation. According to Plato, the imitative poet produces
art that is thrice removed from reality, a copy of a representation of a
form.8 The aim of such art is not to be guided by the forms, but rather to
produce a dramatic effect that elicits an emotive response from the
irrational part of the soul.9 This is what Moritz had called ‘interested
art’, and what the Romantics such as Schlegel and Novalis would respectively critique as modern poetry and instrumentalised language. True
poetics appeals to the rational soul, representing the divinity in its benevolence, honesty and immutability.10 Whereas the former merely imitates
what is already representation, the subject of the latter is the one, the good
and the beautiful.11 True poetry, according to Plato, results in a representation of the divine amenable to rational scrutiny.12
The means by which a true participatory representation can be
achieved is described by Plato in terms of madness, or a temporary loss
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of the self and its understanding. This awakens the individual, whether a
poet or lover of wisdom, to rational insight and inspiration.13 Accordingly, the origin of both true poetry and philosophy is not fanciful but a
rational insight, or ‘divine gift’, in the form of a vision into the whole, the
absolute that underlies all.14 This noetic insight then serves as the subject
of imaginative aesthetic statements, capable of appealing to the rational
part of the soul, as opposed to the appetitive. In this context, reason is
therefore both the source of poesis and sets boundaries to its creativity.15
Reason’s form does not allow its content to make a deﬁnitive statement
but gestures to its own limitation by allowing for endless interpretation,
as reﬂected in the dialogues in which it is discussed. The cosmogony of
Plato’s Timaeus, described as a ‘probable story’ (εἰκότα μῦθον), provides
such an example.16 Schlegel would make almost precisely the same point
with his mythologisation of competing systems of knowledge (see
Chapter 10).
As such, Platonism stakes out a middle ground between Spinoza and
Fichte. On the one hand, the rational speculation of Spinoza, which
submits all reality to its own rational objectivity, ends up denying the self
a productive role in the reality it occupies. On the other hand, the idealist
conclusions reached by Fichte placed the subjective self prior to the reality
it expresses, in a form that threatens to collapse into subjectivity. As an
alternate to both, the Romantics came to see the Platonic position as
representing a dialectical relationship to the truth that recognised the
central insight of idealism, viz. that the subject plays an active role in
structuring reality, as reﬂected in the psychological principle and the
concept of poesis. At the same time, however, Platonism holds the realist
position that the absolute has ontological priority and is the ultimate
subject matter of all our speculations, as reﬂected in the henological
principle and the concept of methexis.
Regardless of how one reconstructs its principles and concepts, Platonism was unlike the modern philosophies of Spinoza and Fichte in the way
it conceived of philosophy and the idea of theory itself. The antique
philosopher was not the writer of theory in the modern meaning but its
practitioner in the ancient sense of that word. The term ‘theory’ (θεωρία)
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itself had its roots in the concept of the theoros (θεωρός), a spectator, often
sent as an envoy to participate in foreign religious spectacles, and then
report on the wisdom and enlightenment gained.17 Appropriated by Plato
as a model, this notion of uniﬁed religion and philosophy, and theory and
practice, held great appeal to the Romantics dealing with the divisions of
abstract modern philosophy. The diversity that theory sought to manage,
and the intuitive insight Platonic reason achieved, situated the individual
midway between ignorance and wisdom, thereby setting eros in motion –
hence ϕιλοσοϕία, philosophy as the love of wisdom.18 In this sense, antique
philosophy was not the possession of knowledge but a journey or way of
life, which did not seek to achieve a deﬁnitive, stable instance, wherein
transcendent totality was achieved, but instead moments of insight
through a plurality of instantiations.19
In the Platonic tradition, as Schlegel, Hölderlin and Novalis saw it, the
mind was not passive to truth but actively engaged in poesis, weaving
together the inﬁnite and the ﬁnite and actively affecting a return of
methexis. The return to transcendent realism was not to engage in
abstract speculation but to pursue the end of eros, the object of mad
reason and the subject of inﬁnite striving and dialectical ascent. For
Schlegel and his fellow Romantics, Plato’s antique philosophy offered a
methodological vision for approximating the absolute which was neither
philosophy nor poetry, but religion:
All philosophy is idealism, and there exists no true realism except that of poetry.
But poetry and philosophy are only extremes. If one were to say that some are
pure idealists and others resolute realists, this would be quite a true statement.
Stated differently, it means that there as yet exist no fully cultivated human beings,
that there still is no religion.20

Novalis would put the matter more succinctly: ‘Spinoza ascended as far as
nature – Fichte to the ‘I’ or the person. I to the thesis God.’21 For both
Schlegel and Novalis, as well as Hölderlin, and his sense of the Romantic
Dichterberuf, the Platonic vision offered a means to unite the idealism
embodied by Fichte and the realism advocated by Spinoza, as well as
philosophy and poetry, into a new language of transcendence for an age
of immanence, in the form of Romantic religion.
17

18
19
20

Andrea Nightingale, Spectacles of Truth in Classical Greek Philosophy: Theoria in Its
Cultural Context (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 40–71.
Plato, Symposium 210a–212b.
See Pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), 264–75.
21
KA II, 265, no. 96.
HKA II, 157, no. 151.

10
Schlegel
The Poetic Search for an Unknown God

classical and modern beginnings
Of all the Early German Romantics, Friedrich Schlegel frequently occupies the most prominent position. His fragmentary pronouncements contain declarations such as ‘All truth is relative[.] All knowledge is
symbolic’,1 which are easily taken as expressions of Fichtean centred
egoism. In reality, however, such claims reﬂect Schlegel’s central aim of
unifying the two primary insights of idealism and realism, concerning
respectively the essential role of the active self in shaping all cognition and
the ontological priority of absolute being. Less the poet, and more the
theorist, his earliest writings were occupied with the problem of the
absolute. This question arises, however, not from an overtly theological
concern but from an aesthetic one, out of which deeply theological issues
then emerge. Rather than providing an episodic outline of the kind which
has tended to see Schlegel’s development in distinct stages – Classicist,
Romantic, Orientalist and Catholic2 – it is more fruitful for an examination from the perspective of Romantic religion to view his career through
the central question of the absolute and the problem of its representation.
This illustrates how his work is less a series of episodes and more one of
continuous striving, a theme that would become central to his philosophical methodology.
1
2

KA XVIII, 417.
Schlegel revised many of his texts for his collected works, published at Vienna in 1817.
Not considered in this study, these later revisions move away from some of the more
vigorous claims of the Frühromantik period, bringing earlier works into harmony with his
interest in Roman Catholicism and German unity.
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Friedrich Schlegel was born at Hannover in March 1772. His father,
Johann Adolf Schlegel, was a clergyman by profession, but his passion lay
in literature. He had been a co-founder of the Bremer Beiträger with a
group of literati who objected to the restrictive classicism of Gottsched
and argued for more aesthetic freedom. The journal published the ﬁrst
three cantos of Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock’s Messias, which broke with
traditional classical literary form.3 Friedrich’s uncle, Johann Elias Schlegel, had been a successful dramatist and an early exponent of Shakespeare
at a time when the English playwright was largely unknown to the
German public.4 With such a background, it was natural that the young
Schlegel developed an early interest in modern literatures. The youngest
of ﬁve children, his education had a slow start due to his frail health. He
was apprenticed to a banker at ﬁfteen; however, due to his extreme
unhappiness and lack of success he was allowed to return home after less
than two years. There he studied classical languages with the help of a
tutor and his elder brother August in preparation for admission to university. Having mastered Greek and Latin by eighteen, Friedrich found
himself enamored with classical literature, having read the major Greek
dramatists and the entire works of Plato. Together, modern literature and
classical Platonism established a philosophical orientation that would
henceforth be his guide.5
When the young Friedrich left home, ostensibly to study law, ﬁrst at
the University of Göttingen, then at Leipzig, he instead read classical and
modern literature, eventually declaring to August that he had resolved to
become a writer.6 In 1794, ﬂeeing from creditors, he left Leipzig with the
intention of writing a major study of classical poetry. It was in attempting
to realise this goal that Schlegel turned to problems of aesthetics and the
question of the absolute. In 1796 Schlegel moved to Jena to join his
brother August and his brother’s new wife, Caroline. Jena had become
an intellectual centre, home to Fichte, among others. During this time,
Schlegel, along with his brother, Novalis and Schleiermacher, produced
an important set of fragments for the journal Athenaeum (1798–1800), a
central organ of Early German Romanticism. Schlegel remained there for
3

4
5
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a year, and then moved to Berlin where he attended the salons of Henriette Herz and Rahel Levin. It was while moving in these circles that he met
Tieck and Wackenroder. At Berlin, Schlegel also began a relationship
with Dorothea Veit, daughter of Moses Mendelssohn, who had left her
husband in 1798. The publication of Schlegel’s novel Lucinde (1799), a
thinly veiled autobiographical account about their love affair, became a
major scandal. Schlegel then once again joined his brother and Caroline in
Jena, delivering his lectures on transcendental philosophy at the university
in the winter semester of 1800–1801.
Unlike both Hölderlin and Novalis, Schlegel’s career as a thinker
would continue long after the break-up of Jena Romanticism. This later
period of development is outside the scope of this study, yet it was during
these early years that he formed the questions and concepts which would
occupy him for the remainder of his career. Schlegel’s departure from Jena
marked the end of the Jena circle and the close of the Early German
Romantic period. By 1802 he had moved to Paris, where he turned his
attention to ﬁne art and founded another journal, Europa, and lectured
on art history. In 1804, he gave popular lectures on the development of
philosophy (Die Entwicklung der Philosophie) and began in earnest with
his Oriental studies, comparing the grammar of Sanskrit and IndoEuropean languages and publishing Über die Sprache und Weisheit
der Indier (On the Language and Wisdom of the Indians, 1808). The
same year as its publication, he and Dorothea converted to Roman
Catholicism, and by 1809 Schlegel was serving in the Austrian civil
service and living in Vienna. During his Vienna years he was a popular
public lecturer; founded two journals, the Deutsches Museum and Concordia; and served as part of the Austrian legation to the Diet of Frankfurt
in 1813. He died in Vienna in January 1829.
As will be the case with Hölderlin and Novalis, here we examine the
intensive but formative period of Schlegel’s life, from 1794 to 1801.
Beginning with Schlegel’s ﬁrst speculative metaphysical consideration of
the absolute in Über die Grenzen des Schönen (On the Limits of the
Beautiful, 1794), or the Schönenaufsatz as it is also known, we proceed
to an elaboration of its concerns in the realist aesthetics of Über das
Studium der griechischen Poesie (On the Study of Greek Poetics, 1797),
also known as the Studiumaufsatz. Schlegel’s encounter with the subjective idealist philosophy of Fichte would challenge and reform his aesthetics, but it would not lead him to abandon his realist convictions. Rather,
in the Gespräch über die Poesie (Dialogue on Poetics, 1800) he would
unify realist and idealist elements to develop a form of methexis contained
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in his concept of Poesie. This concept was the unifying productive
principle of all reality, present in both the determination of nature and
the free creativity of poetry. As a concept, it provided the active unity
between the objective and rational and the subjective and emotive,
forming the reﬂexive philosophical awareness of the unfolding of absolute
being. Finally, we see in his 1800–01 lectures on transcendental idealism,
delivered in the ﬁnal days of Jena Romanticism, a systematic presentation
of Schlegel’s ideas, aiming to explicate his synthesis as a new grammar of
divination.

early concerns with the absolute and the beautiful
The year he went to Leipzig, Schlegel wrote Über die Grenzen des Schönen,
one of his ﬁrst attempts at a speculative consideration of the absolute.
Here, he ﬁrst elaborated how it was possible to come to know the
absolute through an intuitive aesthetic relationship. The Schönenaufsatz
begins by positing two opposing principles: the eternal striving of the
mortal soul from within and the unalterable laws of nature from without.
One is the voice of freedom, the other, the law of fate.7 The absolute is the
possible unity of both. This conﬂict between freedom and determination
was, in one sense, the antinomy of the age, represented in the passionate
revolutionary demands for liberty and in the powerful elaborations of
determinative scientiﬁc laws. In another sense, it was the problem
expressed in the Phaedrus, in which the soul, as charioteer, negotiates
the control of the two divergent horses that are its rational and appetitive
natures.8 Still in another, it was the two paths presented by Spinoza and
Fichte in their projects to establish an immanent absolute. Such opposites,
according to Schlegel, represent the drive (Trieb) of freedom and the
understanding (Verstand) of fate, which together legislate the borders of
all our ideas and endeavours. When the former is weighted too much, the
intellect comes to exhaust itself through freedom and a loss of unity, while
in the case of the latter the result is determinism, and the loss of all human
scale.9 The constant imbalance of freedom and determination was represented in the incompleteness of artistic presentation and systematic exposition. Neither seemed capable of achieving unity between the two
principles, and therefore could not encompass the whole of reality:
‘Through art alone the man is an empty form; through nature alone he
7
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is savage and loveless.’10 Beauty is the indication of this ever-striven-for
unity, and, Schlegel maintains, it manifests itself only when freedom is
informed by structure, and structure by sympathy.
Alternately, according to Schlegel, both the classical and the modern
exhibit this imbalance. Greek antiquity offered a momentary unity
brought about through the singular drive of freedom: ‘Grecian art itself,
which reached perfection, ended in itself, and proves the frailness of the
antique grandeur.’11 Still, antiquity’s fragility was preferable to the systematic ‘dismemberment’12 of modern aesthetics, wherein Schlegel
observed:
The artist sacriﬁces unity at the cost of naturalness; the connoisseur appreciates
only the artiﬁcial in nature; the enthusiast [Schwärmer] ﬂatters himself with a
fanaticised approval found in nature; the loveless sensualist considers free humanity and external nature to be of use for his pleasure.13

In this example, the artist and the connoisseur stand for the hollow
dogmatism of French classicism that Schlegel’s father and the Sturm und
Drang had already critiqued. Alternately, the enthusiast and the sensualist
represent the emotive excess of Sturm und Drang and Pietism, which were
unable to escape their own subjectivity, ﬁnding in reality only a reﬂection
of themselves. In such a state of affairs the unifying task of art is confounded: ‘Depiction and perception, imagination and outlook, symbol
and reality, time and space, confuse their purpose.’14
These characterisations illustrated the ambiguous situation of art in
Schlegel’s own day. The aim of art, he argued, should be the unity of
freedom and determination, yet the unity it achieved appeared transitory
and imposed. An artistic creation, such as a drama, written according to
the classical unities, achieves its end only as a creation torn from the
absolute unity of which it was originally a part, explains Schlegel. In a
consideration similar to that of Moritz, he compares the totalities found
in art and nature: ‘The prerogative of nature is abundance and life; the
prerogative of art is unity.’15 Nature as a totality possesses this unity,
whereas art, in order to achieve totality, separates itself from the whole.
Contrasting nature and art, Schlegel writes:
Compare it [art] with a glance at the friendly arc of the sky, which seems as it were
to grasp the inﬁnite; to a springtime moment, where the most varied forms of life
penetrate through all our senses into our innermost; to the sight of a dreadful great
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battle, where all the abundance of constrained force overﬂows in destruction. In
this appearance man seems to grasp eternal time, which, conjoined with the
manifold of space, ﬂows from the rich cornucopia of nature.16

Whereas all art is restricted, all nature is boundless. Despite this, we are
also separated from nature’s totality. To embrace nature as inﬁnite totality, Schlegel maintains, will only overwhelm and destroy the ﬁnite self, a
point equally considered by Hölderlin in his Wie wenn am Feiertag (see
Chapter 11).
There is, as the problem of art demonstrates, a lacuna between the
understanding, which is aware of the limitations of knowledge, and the
desire for unity, that aims to ‘encircle everything with love, and to become
one with nature’.17 Consequently, the solution to this problem does not
come from the understanding but arises out of love, which, Schlegel
explains, overﬂows to ﬁll the gap between understanding and the desire
for unity. The product of this movement of love is ‘the image of a higher
being [Wesen], the inclination to God’.18 Schlegel does little to elaborate
this religious conclusion, except to stipulate that the faith (Glauben)
directed toward this highest being must be the product of intellectual toil,
otherwise it soon deteriorates into egoistic indulgence. This toil yields
‘inﬁnite knowledge’ in the form of love, which manifests itself subjectively
as desire, but objectively is part of a larger transcendent metaphysical
force operating through all things as a necessary unifying principle. Love
requires nature to be its subject matter, and nature requires love in order
to achieve its unity. Together they constitute what Schlegel calls a ‘dual
inﬁnity’, which ‘unites as the crown of life, freedom and fate’.19 This
unifying force, which Schlegel later goes on to develop as Poesie, allows
him to bring opposing principles together by virtue of their participation
in one another. Nature is material, immanent and determined, and love is
immaterial, transcendent and free, yet all nature is uniﬁed through love,
and love is given presence through nature.
Schlegel explains that every individual thing participates in the inﬁnite,
and does so twice: ﬁrst as the object of love and second as part of the unity
of unbounded nature by virtue of love:
Not only does the whole spread itself out boundlessly on all sides; the smallest
individuality is doubly inexhaustible. Both the universal determination of the
arrangement and the universal liveliness of living things are inﬁnite, because every
point of space, and every moment of time (which are inﬁnitely many) is full.20
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For Schlegel, love as a transcending principle is able to achieve the unity
of which neither art nor nature is capable. Art could only achieve unity by
separating itself from the totality, in essence withdrawing into subjectivity, not unlike the Fichtian ‘I’. Nature presents us with a totality that is so
great that it annihilates the individual, not unlike Spinoza’s substance
monism. Love is something present in every individual, while at the same
moment it constitutes complete totality. In this manner, the lacuna
between art’s intent and reality can be overcome since every object
participates in unity. For example, Schlegel explains that ‘in Sophocles
the power of love and the abundance of nature are united, and subject
themselves to the law of art. Here man completes his existence, and rests
in satisﬁed harmony.’21 Such harmony is momentary: ‘like all things
divine [Göttliche], this cannot be completely achieved.’22 Nonetheless,
this transient nature rests not in the artistic object but in the limitations
of our own ﬁnite consciousness, since metaphysically the artistic object
participates in inﬁnite unity through the metaphysical principle of love.
Here Schlegel begins to cultivate a position that expresses the metaphysics
of participation so central to Platonic realism.
That we achieve moments of unity that then slip away from us leads
Schlegel to an incipient formulation of his position that our intellectual
relationship to absolute being is by necessity one of approximation and
striving. This becomes one of the deﬁning characteristics of his thought.
He writes: ‘The man who strives after the divine, is able to do nothing
more than steadfastly strive against all obstacles. For just this reason
return [to divine unity] is never impossible.’23 Our stance toward the
absolute can only ever be aware of inﬁnite striving, an unending approximation whose constant activity is the ﬁnite repetition of totality. In
striving, according to Schlegel, the artist ‘has won a new piece of his
unknown self; he thanks an unknown God [unbekannten Gott]!’24 Schlegel offers no further elaboration of his notion of an ‘unknown god’. Yet
extrapolating from his comments on the transitory nature of our glimpse
into total unity, one can conjecture that the full expression of the divine
would also be the most elusive.
In the Schönenaufsatz, we can observe some of the fundamental
assumptions and questions that will go on to structure Schlegel’s development. At the centre of his thought is the question of unity arising from the
problem of freedom and determination and reﬂected in his aesthetic
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concern with totality. Initially, the aesthetic presents a problem of theory
and praxis, holding out the promise of reconciliation, but seeming able to
offer only a false abstraction. The notion of transcending love overcomes
this gap, allowing each individual thing to be, as Schlegel puts it, doubly
inﬁnite through its participation in both the unity of love and the unity of
nature. In Über das Studium der griechischen Poesie and Gespräch über
die Poesie we can observe these conclusions developing into Schlegel’s
theory of participatory realist metaphysics based around his notion of
Poesie. Finally, the problem of the representation of totality is suspended,
as it were, through the process of striving that Schlegel establishes. In this
way, the absolute and the unity it represents are intuitive, as expressed in
the presence of the ‘unknown god’ who is not the object of knowledge,
but instead arises out of the gap between our knowledge and our experience of reality, and that calls forth our recognition in love.

plato and the end of greek poetry
Though written one year after Über die Grenzen des Schönen, Schlegel’s
Über das Studium der griechischen Poesie, or Studiumaufsatz, was not
published until 1797, after Schlegel had already superseded some of the
positions expressed in it. The work is often taken to reﬂect Schlegel’s preRomantic classicism, particularly as expressed in his critique of modern
literature and negative comments toward the ‘romantic’ form.25 However, examining the realist elements of Schlegel’s thought within the text
reveals not a distinction but a continuity between this earlier work and
what is taken to be his later fully formed Romantic writing. In reality, the
Studiumaufsatz is better seen as a critique of modern poetry, informed by
Platonic realist aesthetics, than as a work that simply exults an overarching classicism in opposition to modernism.
What Schlegel objected to in modern poetry, which he sometimes also
refers to as romantic poetry, was its lack of aesthetic disinterestedness.26
This poetry aimed too much at novelty or individuality, either pandering
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to simple desire and pleasure or having strictly didactic aims. In either
case, poetry becomes merely the vehicle to another end. The end of
disinterested poetry is ‘complete beauty [vollständige Schönheit]’ in
itself.27 It does not pursue its own interested end, but the disinterested
end of representing totality. This allows it to respond to the greater
human desire for unity, rather than merely immediate desire. As in Über
die Grenzen, this desire arises from the dual human experience of personal freedom and natural determination.28 According to Schlegel, this
gives rise to an intuition of completeness, which provides us with an
‘aesthetic archetype’.29 In turn, the aesthetic representation of this intuition of the beautiful, which unites freedom and necessity, purpose and
purposelessness, in a complete artistic object, constitutes a three-fold
instance of metaphysical participation, or mathexis. According to Schlegel, it includes the ‘participation [Mitteilung] of the beautiful, through
which the artist, and by means of the artist, the appreciator, is touched by
the divine [Gottheit]’.30 Here, the artistic creation participates in the idea
of unity it represents, but furthermore both the artists in making, and the
admirer in appreciation, participate in the presence of the beautiful unity
the object achieves, and are hence touched by the divine. Schlegel, likely
drawing on Plato’s aesthetic dialogue Ion, compares this transmission to
the force of a magnet, which does not just attract iron but imparts its own
magnetic force to the iron with which it comes in contact.31
Schlegel maintains that the classical was the only period fully to pursue
the disinterested representation of totality. ‘Greek poetry’, Schlegel
explains, ‘encompasses the whole of human nature in uniform completion’.32 The source of this vision of totality, he goes writes, itself had
religious origins:
The source of all culture [Bildung] as well as of all science [Wissenschaft] for the
Greeks was mythos. Poesie was the oldest, and before the beginning of oratory,
the sole teacher of the people. The mythic way of thinking – that Poesie in its
truest sense is a gift and revelation of the gods, and the poet is its holy priest and
spokesman – remained for all times a Greek popular belief.33

The mythological revelation that Schlegel considers is not a disclosure of
knowledge but the imparting of an ability, an idiom sufﬁcient to the
absolute, in the form of Poesie. As such, it is not a revelation couched in
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a historically speciﬁc event, as is the case with the Abrahamic faiths.
Rather, it is a revelation that occurs within the process of the continuous
unfolding of the divine connecting the soul with its desire for unity.
‘Greek myth’, writes Schlegel, ‘like the truest reﬂection in the clearest
mirror – is the most precise and sensitive ﬁgurative language [Bildersprache] for all eternal wishes of the mind of man in all its wonderful
and necessary contradictions.’34 For Schlegel, myth is a form of art that is
able to suspend its own ﬁnite boundaries and consider the inﬁnite through
ﬁnite form. As an expression of the highest wishes of a community, it
moves beyond the conﬁnes of any particular embodiment to become a
‘complete world’ which we ourselves then inhabit.35 In its poetry, song,
dance and sociable nature it generates ‘a bond of community that unites
humans and gods’.36 Like Moritz, here Schlegel describes myth as the
highest form of disinterested art, and therefore the most capable of
representing totality. According to Schlegel’s concept of the beautiful, its
presence is an indication of the truly real, the participation of the absolute
in the ﬁnite. This is something that becomes clearer when we examine the
theoretical background at play in the Studiumaufsatz.
Schlegel built his position largely on Platonic sources.37 He wrote that
the ‘Platonic doctrine of the determination of art is the most splendid
Greek material for the practical philosophy of art that has been passed
down to us.’38 Schlegel deﬁnes the Platonic aesthetic as both ‘rational’
and ‘practical’, the former deriving from the realist ideas of the good and
beautiful, the latter because these ideas are realised practically within the
community.39 As such, for Schlegel, Plato’s aesthetic is not the theoretical
presentation of the absolute, but rather a theory of methexis describing
the participation of the absolute within the ﬁnite. Accordingly, Schlegel
tells us: ‘In order to understand Plato’s doctrine, therefore, one must

34
37

38

35
36
KA I, 277; 49.
KA I, 277; 44.
KA I, 277; 49.
Beiser has argued that the sources of Schlegel’s classicism were Winckelmann and Kant:
from Winckelmann, Schlegel considered beauty to be the end of art, and mimesis to be the
representation of the ideal behind nature. From Kant, he took the notion of the autonomy
of art, and the belief that its intrinsic value resides in its free play. These are said to have
coalesced into Schlegel’s belief in an ideal and autonomous concept of beauty (Romantic
Imperative, 113). Furthermore, he notes that Schlegel’s position is confused because it
attempts to incorporate morality with beauty, considering the beautiful to be the
pleasurable manifestation of the good (ibid., 113, n. 18). However, if we take Plato,
and the Platonic disinterested aesthetic of Moritz, to be Schlegel’s model (for which there
is strong evidence), aesthetic beauty and moral truth are intrinsic to one another as
convertable transcendentals, and necessarily part of the representation of totality.
39
KA I, 351–52; 87.
KA I, 352; 87.

Schlegel: The Poetic Search for an Unknown God

143

know not only the mythic origin of Greek culture in general, but also the
entirety of Greek political, moral, and philosophical culture to its fullest
extent!’40 Disinterested totality of the kind we see here was also the
concern of Moritz’s aesthetics, which argues for the re-invention of religion through myth appropriate to its own age. The similar, equally
Platonically inﬂuenced version of this theory found in Moritz also inﬂuenced Schlegel in the years leading up to the Studiumaufsatz.41
Schlegel’s Platonism allows us to understand his analysis of modern
interested poetry. According to Schlegel, golden age Greek art represents
a complete and self-sufﬁcient form of art, attaining ‘the highest summit of
free beauty ’.42 It does this not as a product but as a practice whose
participatory goal is the beauty of complete unity. Greek art embodies
‘not simply a beauty about which nothing more beautiful can be thought,
but rather the complete example of the unattainable idea . . ., the archetype of art and taste’.43 As such, whatever products Greek art produces,
they may be taken inﬁnitely further, toward this unattainable idea. In
Schlegel’s words: ‘Art is inﬁnitely perfectible and an absolute maximum is
not possible in its constant development; rather a conditional, relative
maximum, an insurmountable ﬁxed approximation is possible.’44 In such
statements we can see that the Platonic classicism of Schlegel is far from a
predestined slavery to the tyranny of Greece.45 Instead, what Greek
poetry achieves is to set a goal for theory and praxis that uniﬁes the ideal
and the real, freedom and the law, in the unity of the artistic object, which
forever approximates the absolute. This is one of the initial formulations
of Schlegel’s Wechselerweis, a central idea of his Romantic thought.
In opposition to his endorsement of the Platonic tradition, Schlegel is
highly critical of seventeenth-century Aristotelian classicism, as promoted
by Boileau in France or Gottsched in Germany. He argues that their rulebased distinction of Aristotle and Horace, which had come to be used as
‘powerful talismans against the evil demon of modernity’, was ‘[t]he most
unfortunate idea that anyone ever had’.46 This formulaic classicism had
granted an authority to theory that was originally unintended. Yet Schlegel equally attacks Aristotle himself, complaining: ‘In the Rhetoric and in
the fragments of the Poetics he treats art only physically, without regard
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to beauty; he treats it in a merely historical and theoretical way.’47 This,
he observes, is repeated in the Roman aesthetics of Horace and Quintilian. For Schlegel, both Aristotle and the proponents of Aristotelian classicism represented aesthetic disinterestedness in the form of pedantry,
expressed as a keen sense for correctness of structure and adherence to
abstract rules of form, devoid of any sense of transcendent totality and
beauty.
From these observations, we can see that Schlegel’s main concern is not
to champion classical aesthetic form, but instead to assert the Platonic
notion of the disinterested end of art as the representation of totality
against the ﬁnite aesthetically interested end of modern poetry. According
to Schlegel, the unattainable end of Platonic aesthetics demands constant
striving, rendering any debate between the products of ancient and
modern forms ‘irrelevant’.48 In the preface to the Studiumaufsatz, written
two years after the work’s completion but before its publication, Schlegel
acknowledges that the text is fundamentally concerned with this modern
problem. According to Schlegel, the history of modern poetry can be
divided into three ages. The ﬁrst is characterised by one-sided
nationalism and a pragmatic belief in authority; the second, by the
dogmatic imitation of the ancients; the third, Schlegel’s own age, by the
anarchy of all styles, giving rise to aesthetic scepticism, constituting a
‘crisis of transition’.49 For Schlegel, these roughly correspond to the age of
the Crusades, the age of the Reformation and exploration, and his own
revolutionary period.50 This fragmentation is not a negative situation for
Schlegel; rather, it indicates a time ripe for aesthetic renewal.51

fichteerlebnis: from the wissenschaftslehre
to the wechselerweis
Schlegel’s experience with the early philosophy of Fichte, or his Fichteerlebnis, has been the object of close attention and reconstruction and is
borne out in his philosophical notebooks.52 Initially, he was enamoured
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with the philosopher’s work, understanding it as a completion of Kant’s
system.53 We can observe Schlegel trying to work out a relationship
between his classical Platonic realism and Fichte’s idealism in a number
of fragments written through 1796.54 However, that same year, Schlegel’s
notebooks show how he began to doubt the hopes he had initially held for
Fichtean philosophy.55 This developed from his conversations with
Immanuel Niethammer, and perhaps also with Novalis.56 His disaffection
only deepened when he came into contact with the philosopher himself.
He found Fichte’s thought to be completely abstract, an introspective
form of ‘empirical egoism’, unconcerned with the natural sciences or
history.57 Then in late 1796 Schlegel undertook a close study of Fichte
that left him ‘decisively separated’ from Fichtean philosophy.58 In particular, Schlegel rejected the use of the ‘I’ as the foundational principle in
Fichte’s system, arguing that the ‘non-I’ could equally be posited as
absolute.59 Later, Schlegel commented, ‘The revolutionary rage for
objectivity of my earlier philosophical musings had a little something of
that rage for foundations, that had so powerfully took hold during Reinhold’s consulship in philosophy.’60 Reinhold, like Fichte, had advanced a
foundationalist form of idealism. Yet, as we shall see, Schlegel’s thought
ultimately returns to its realist roots, arguing that all forms of absolute
idealism transcend themselves into absolute realism, an idea he would
later expand on in the Gespräch: ‘Only the absolute idealist is an absolute
realist, and vice versa.’61
Despite Schlegel’s ultimate rejection of Fichte, his encounter with him
was determinative. Even after he had separated himself from the
Wissenschaftslehre, he continued to recognise its importance, along with
the French Revolution and Goethe’s Meister, as representative of the spirit
of freedom that characterised the age.62 All three of these expressed the
individual freedom of the self-legislating Kantian individual. One view of
Frühromantik is to see it as fundamentally a re-Kantianisation of epistemology, that is, a re-assertion of transcendental apperception against later
post-Kantian forms of idealism.63 Kant had described the central importance of the individual in creating a manifold of experience, unifying
perceptions and intuitions with categories and concepts, presented
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through the transcendental ‘I’.64 Fichte rearticulated this as the
Tathandlung, the fact-act of the early Wissenschaftslehre, which
grounded Kantian epistemology in a foundational principle. In the early
Wissenschaftslehre this deﬁnition of the self as activity was the fundamental concept which Schlegel took from Fichte. Yet for Schlegel, committed
to realism, the absolute object retained ontological priority over the ‘I’. In
this context it is true that Schlegel returned to the structure of Kant’s nonfoundational epistemology; however, he did so by virtue of the demands
of the realist objectivity he had already developed in the Studiumaufsatz.
This development and its repercussions were worked out in Schlegel’s
unpublished philosophical notebooks, in his fragments, and then
developed in his Gespräch über die Poesie and the works that followed.
Particularly important in this intervening period is the development of the
notion of the Wechselerweis, and the role of the fragment, both of which
have been the subject of much critical attention.65 The Wechselerweis is
the name Schlegel gave to the philosophical concept he derived from
Fichte’s active ‘I’, where both the ‘I’ and the absolute are equally necessary
aspects. He explains that the difference between his own position and that
of Fichte lies in what he perceives as the foundationalism of the
Wissenschaftslehre: ‘In my system the ﬁnal ground is really a reciprocal
proof [Wechselerweis]. In Fichte’s [system] it is a postulate and an unconditional theorem.’66 With the Wechselerweis there are an inﬁnite variety
of possible ways for the ‘I’ to organise and explicate a system of knowledge around itself, meaning that no system can claim overriding ascendancy save the demand of striving.
One of the ﬁrst ways Schlegel explored the Wechselerweis was through
the genre of the fragment. In 1796, Schlegel’s brother August reviewed a
translation of the collected aphorisms of Nicolas Chamfort’s Maximes,
Pensées, Caractères et Anecdotes (Maxims, Thoughts, Characters and
Anecdotes, 1796). The review, and the form of literature it considered,
appeared for Schlegel at an opportune time, providing a model that he
would follow for the next four years, publishing three collections of
fragments: the Lyceums-Fragmente (1797); the Athenäeums Fragmente
(1798), to which his brother August, Novalis and Schleiermacher contributed; and the Ideen Fragmente (1800). The fragmentary form matched
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the demands of the philosophical conclusions Schlegel had drawn from
his consideration of Fichte and his development of the notion of the
Wechselerweis. Many of these aphoristic observations expressed intuitive
insights into the notion of the absolute, while demonstrating the impossibility of discursively elaborating such insights. Schlegel’s notion of Wechselerweis can also be observed in the Gespräch über die Poesie, whose
theories of criticism, mythology and the novel offered a means to create a
synthesis of poetry and philosophy, system and non-system, that led to
the height of Schlegel’s early Romanticism.

poesie as methexis
The Gespräch über die Poesie is a mixed dialogue and prose work that
expresses some of the core ideas of Schlegel’s early Romantic thought. It
was composed largely at Jena and published in the ﬁnal two editions of
the Romantic journal Athenaeum. The work provides some insight into
the discussions held at the home of August and Caroline Schlegel from the
autumn of 1799, which served as the social focus of the Jena Romantics,
yet Schlegel tells us that it is a combination of memory, imagination and
invention. It begins with a preface that gives an expanded elaboration of
the concept of Poesie, which constitutes a new and essential development
in Schlegel’s thought. Schlegel makes a distinction between the restricted
literary use of the word ‘Poesie’ and a much elaborated meaning of the
term which refers to the ‘unformed and unconscious Poesie which stirs in
the plant, and shines in the light, smiles in a child, gleams in the ﬂower of
youth, and glows in the loving breast of women’.67 According to Schlegel,
Poesie is the ‘poetry of the divine [Gedichte der Gottheit]’, the animating
productive principle without which there would be not only no poetry but
no natural production either.68 Accordingly, the Poesie of human beings
is not just verse poetry (Gedichte), but all human production of which
literary production is a part. This human Poesie participates in a far
greater divine Poesie, which is the activity of all production in creation.
67
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Consequently, all human activity, even the most diverse and isolated, is
united by this ‘higher magical power [höhere Zauberkraft]’.69 Poesie
therefore has three related meanings: ﬁrst, as the primeval divine Poesie,
which acts as the universal productive principle;70 second, as the ‘elemental force of humans [Urkraft der Menschen]’ in all their productive
activities;71 and third, as it is encountered in its literary form as the
product of the individual acting as a participating second maker. Schlegel’s use of the term draws on a long Platonic-Christian tradition, which
describes a productive plastic principle or Logos active throughout the
universe. At the same time, it shows the inﬂuence of Spinoza’s monism. It
was Schleiermacher who had exposed Schlegel to the philosophy of
Spinoza in the summer of 1797, when he was attempting to work out
the problems of Fichte’s philosophy. In turn, both Schlegel and
Schleiermacher were inﬂuenced by Herder’s revised version of Spinoza
as set out in Gott. Einige Gespräche.72 As previously considered, it was
Herder’s re-interpretation of Spinoza that made it possible to bring
together elements of immanent monism and transcendent Platonism, as
had been demonstrated in the aesthetics of Moritz.
The intuition of the absolute that Schlegel was pursuing in the Schönenaufsatz, and which had been further formulated in the Studiumaufsatz
as capable of providing an ‘objective’ foundation for aesthetics, is further
developed in the Gespräch. Here he explores its dynamic capacity in the
form of the productive transcendent force of Poesie, which precedes the
dualism of freedom and necessity and recognises a new relationship
between idealism and realism. Poesie, as we shall see, is manifest in both
the laws of nature and the freedom of literary creativity; it is objective and
rational as it is always subject to the divine idea of the absolute, but it is
subjective and emotive in that it requires the creative imagination to lead
the mind to intuition of this whole. In the case of the individual, Schlegel
descries Poesie as the force of life, which is capable of overcoming
dualities through the reciprocal process of realisation and limitation.73
This causes individuals to constantly reach out beyond themselves with
the aim of ﬁnding completion of their innermost being in another. That
reaching out, however, always returns to the self by virtue of the limitation of subjective selfhood that initiates this movement. Life is therefore
characterised by a ‘play of participation [Mitteilung] and approximation
[Annäherung]’.74 This play of methexis is deﬁnitive of life, whereas
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‘absolute perfection [absolute Vollendung] exists only in death.’75 Schlegel clariﬁes the meaning of this statement elsewhere, where he comments:
‘If the absolute truth were found then the business of the spirit would be
completed and it would have to stop being, since it only exists in activity
[Thätigkeit].’76 Here we can observe Schlegel bringing together the
insights of Fichtean idealism and the realist Platonic notion of inﬁnite
approximation toward the absolute.
Schlegel’s equation of completion to annihilation can also be found in
Jacobi’s consideration of systematic thought. Yet Schlegel phrases the
situation differently. Rather than seeing regress, Schlegel sees ‘inﬁnite
perfectibility’.77 The fact that ‘[t]here are no principles that would be
generally useful companions and guides to truth’78 does not mean that
there is no truth to pursue or that it can be known only through a ﬁdeistic
leap. This is the position he earlier expressed in the Schönenaufsatz, where
he claims that the full embrace of nature or a non-intellectual ascent to the
divine itself leads to annihilation of the self. After the self-reﬂexivity of
Kantian philosophy and after Schlegel’s own journey from realism to
absolute idealism and then back to realism, his own philosophical insight
is that meaningful ontological inquiry must be carried out in a form where
the inﬁnite perfectibility of Poesie is recognised and maintained. This
reasoning is behind Schlegel’s claim that ‘[i]t is equally deadly for the
spirit to have a system, and not to have one. It therefore must decide to
unite them both.’79

mythology and the new realism
This uniﬁcation may take the form of literary criticism, but its most
expressive and fully formed manifestation occurs in one of the sections
in the Gespräch titled ‘Rede über die Mythologie’. Here Schlegel, through
the words of one of his characters, commends the striving of the modern
poet, but he does so while expressing the concern that poetic striving has
no matrix, leaving the poet to create without the aid of an intellectual
framework. Schlegel contends that the poetry of his age is without ‘a
centre, as mythology was for the ancients’.80 He continues, ‘everything
essential wherein modern poetry is inferior to the antique may be summed
up in these words: We have no mythology.’81 However, according to
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Schlegel the present age is close to attaining a new mythology, and this
will arise out of the present contested state of philosophy, which is deﬁned
by the alternate immanent poles of idealism and realism. Immanent
idealism, which Schlegel expresses in the philosophical language of
Fichte’s Wissenschaftslehre, is embodied in the revolutionary politics of
the age.82 It is centred on the absolute individual as the ‘ﬁrm point [fester
Punkt]’ from which all activity departs and returns. Immanent realism is
expressed through Spinozistic monism and is based on the absolute
substance which constitutes all reality of these two principles; there arises
the need to transcend both: ‘there must and will arise out of the womb of
idealism a new equally inﬁnite realism [grensenloser Realismus].’83
According to this endless alteration, the immanent idealism of Fichte
requires the other outside the self in order that it might realise itself.
Likewise, the immanent realism of Spinoza lacks the self-determining ‘I’
of immanent idealism, and hence needs to recover the free self. Here, both
immanent absolutes are transcended, giving rise to a new ‘inﬁnite realism’
whereby an ever-approximated transcendent absolute provides the
ground for both the self and substance.
Expressing his own intellectual journey, and his earlier concern with a
transcendent realist end to aesthetics, Schlegel’s character comments: ‘I
have already long carried the ideal of such a realism in me, and if it has
not yet come to communication, it is only because I was still searching for
the organ. Yet I know that the self can ﬁnd it only in poetry, because it can
never occur again in the form of philosophy, or even a system of realism.’84 As his own philosophical Lehrjahren had demonstrated, philosophical foundationalism was an impossible quarry. Instead, this ‘new
realism’ emerges from his understanding of Poesie. Based on idealistic
origins, and ‘hovering’ over a transcendent realist ground, never truly
capable of being conceptualised, Poesie achieves ‘the harmony of the ideal
and real’.85 As such, this new realism represents a further development of
the ideas set out in in Schlegel’s own famous Athenaumsfragment 116,
which maintains that Romantic Poesie ‘hovers at the midpoint between
the portrayed and the portrayer, free from all real and ideal self-interest,
on the wings of poetic reﬂection’.86 Romantic Poesie is the philosophical
formulation of the new realism, which has transcended the limitations of
the self-interested immanent absolute of Fichte and Spinoza: forever
becoming, theoretically inexhaustible, and therefore inﬁnite and free.
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The realisation constitutes the source of the new mythology, which
Schlegel claims we need because it immediately transcends any attempt at
totality, rendering it a part of inﬁnite striving. The myth to which Schlegel
refers is not a pre-existent system of gods, but the mythologisation of all
forms of knowledge as instantiations of the inﬁnite variety of forms Poesis
can take. This, according to Schlegel, is how we ought to look upon the
philosophical enterprise. Accordingly, this leads Schlegel to call the
Wissenschaftslehre Fichte’s Werther. Both of these texts were expressions
of an age arising from a common absolute ground.87 The same is true,
Schlegel contends, of Shakespeare and Cervantes, whose original
(Ursprüngliches), inimitable (Unnachahmliches) and absolutely insoluble
(schlechthin unauﬂöslich) work constitute indirect mythologies in themselves.88 The form of myth acts ‘to suspend [aufzuheben] the progression
and laws of rationally thinking reason, and to transfer us once again into
the beautiful confusion of imagination, into the original chaos of human
nature, for which I know as yet no more beautiful symbol than the
colourful throng of ancient gods’.89 Mythology is for Schlegel what it
was for Plato, the recognition of noetic reality that stands outside the
province of human understanding, and therefore a consideration of that
which can be expressed only through allegory. Consequently, Plato’s
philosophy, unlike that of Spinoza or Fichte, need not be mythologised
according to Schlegel because his philosophy is already thoroughly
poetic.90 For Schlegel, myth takes the place of systematic philosophy or
doctrinal theology as the genre for considering absolute truth. According
to Schlegel, it takes that which is beyond our cognition and allows it to be
perceived by both spirit and sense. As such, the varied expressions of
Poesie, each striving toward the absolute, are given systematic unity
through the idiom of myth.
This dynamism of the mythological idiom responded to the problem of
competing narratives. Like philosophy, the natural sciences also put forth
seemingly totalising theories of reality which offered tremendous predictive power, but equally threatened materialism and determinism. However, according to Schlegel, science too could be mythologised, and its
antinomies overcome.91 Considering the growing discipline of physics, he
writes: ‘try . . . to see in Spinoza and in those views of present day physics
which must excite all thinkers, the old mythology, and everything will
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appear to you in new sparkle and life.’92 On the one hand, Schlegel
assigns the natural sciences a somewhat lesser status than poetics or
philosophy, as its end is descriptive and not an attempt to actively engage
in the activity of Poesis. On the other hand, through a ‘mythological view
of nature’, a more total system of physics would be achieved.93 This is the
meaning behind one of Schlegel’s consummate Romantic statements: ‘The
Romantic imperative demands the mixture of all forms of poetry. All
nature and all science should become art. Art should become nature and
science.’94
Initially, in response to his rejection of Fichte, Schlegel initially adopted
irony as a mode of philosophical expression, as demonstrated in many of
his fragments. However, the Gespräch develops a new mode for considering the absolute. In the case of both irony and myth, the aim is to express
the inﬁnite in a ﬁnite form and to do so in a genre that recognises its own
self-acknowledged limitation vis-à-vis its absolute subject. At the same
time, this self-awareness has the function of suspending the absolute
subject’s predicate of inexpressibility. Yet, whereas irony subverts its
own meaning, it is possible to understand Schlegel’s concept of myth as
heightening its meaning; irony communicates that it says less than is at
hand, whereas Schlegel sees it as communicating more than it can express.
Furthermore, mythology is a shared religious expression, not unique to
the individual but held in common by a community. Finally, while
revealed religion seemed static, the absolute realism of Schlegel’s new
mythology was dynamic, capable of continually re-articulating itself in
response to new iterations of Poesie.

toward a romantic philosophy
In the autumn of 1800, Schlegel became a lecturer in the faculty of
philosophy at Jena. There he delivered lectures on transcendental philosophy through the winter and summer semesters of 1800–01. The lectures
had the great advantage of requiring Schlegel to bring many of the
concepts he developed in his preceding years into systematic elaboration.
However, there remains no true extant text of the lectures in Schlegel’s
hand, nor did he publish accompanying lecture notes, as was common
practice at the time. Instead, today there exist student notes of unknown
provenance and uncertain editorial revision. The character of Schlegel’s
92

KA II, 319; 86.

93

KA II, 315; 84.

94

KA XVI, 134, no. 586.

Schlegel: The Poetic Search for an Unknown God

153

thought is by nature resistant to systematic philosophical elaboration, yet
it is just such a systematisation that the notes aim toward, as evident in the
employment of a geometric apparatus, somewhat in the style of Spinoza.
Despite this, the content makes clear the impossibility of any ﬁnal system,
and its summary of Schlegel’s main ideas makes the text a highly valuable
source for placing his thought as it stood at the end of the Frühromantik
period.
Central to his lectures is a formulation of the thesis he had been
working toward for much of his career: ‘[t]he tendency of philosophy is
toward the Absolute.’95 This is manifest in the ultimate inclination of
both proposals for an immanent absolute, be it the God-nature substance
or the self-positing ‘I’, to transcend their own logic toward the transcendent absolute of metaphysical realism. Yet this tendency toward transcendence, Schlegel explains, is not one of straightforward progressive linear
development. Rather, it is the conceptual inscrutability of the transcendent absolute itself that naturally gives rise to knowledge of the
unconditioned (unbedingt) or totality, which takes the form of ideas,
and knowledge of the conditioned (bedingt), which takes the form of
principles.96 The former, Schlegel notes, is expressed in his own day in
the philosophy of Fichte, while the latter is the subject of Spinoza’s
philosophy. Together both positively afﬁrm the absolute and the ‘I’. These
are ‘the two poles around which all philosophy turns’.97 All knowledge is
constituted through the interdependent reciprocal interaction of these two
philosophical orientations where: ‘[t]he single object of consciousness is
the inﬁnite, and the single predicate of the inﬁnite is consciousness.’98 The
matter of philosophy is the continual striving toward the synthesis or the
midpoint (Mittelpunkt) between these two. Schlegel calls this synthesis
‘the principle of all ideas, and the idea of all principles’, which he
expresses as ‘all is one and one is all.’99
That the inﬁnite gives rise to consciousness, and that consciousness is a
phenomenon of the inﬁnite, is a dynamic made manifest in all individuals
through ‘a longing, a yearning for the inﬁnite [ein Sehnen, die Sehnensucht nach dem Unendlichen]’.100 This may take the form of the ‘feeling
for the sublime [Gefühle des Erhabenen]’, which all individuals naturally
experience as transient and inexpressible. It may also arise as ‘striving for
the inﬁnite [Streben nach dem Unendlichen]’, which proceeds from and is
expressed through culture.101 Schlegel gives the examples of Plato’s
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Phaedo and Schleiermacher’s Über die Religion (On Religion, 1799) as
expressions of this inﬁnite striving. The self therefore is dynamic in
nature, an insight Schlegel took from Fichte, while knowledge of the
absolute is always of its conditioned form, an insight Schlegel took from
Plato. This leads Schlegel to comment that ‘consciousness is a history,’102
and consequently historical knowledge is never exhaustive but remains
‘relative’, and therefore is always ‘symbolic’ of the whole it represents.103
For this reason Schlegel writes that all philosophy ought to be considered
experimental.104 Truth is not unique; rather, we can arrive at the same
concept in multiple ways, and when it comes to the ﬁnal truth of the
transcendent absolute, ‘[t]here must be . . . an inﬁnity of proofs of the
inﬁnite.’105 Since no unique truth can be established by philosophy, it is
important that we maintain a ‘revolutionary condition’ which recognises
that ‘philosophy is inﬁnite,’ its ‘divisions are arbitrary,’ and that ‘the most
perfected system can only be an approximation,’106 whose object of
speculation is ‘an indivisible whole’.107
From his earliest philosophical considerations, Schlegel sought a ﬁnal
realist ground for knowledge. Yet in doing so, he aimed to take account of
the limitations of speculative reasoning made evident in outcomes of
Spinoza’s rationalism and critical idealism. The inﬁnite unfolding of the
absolute expressed in the aesthetic, the unfolding of Poesie and the
mythological understanding of knowledge demonstrated that speculation
concerning the transcendent absolute was still possible but was an endless
process that reﬂected its inﬁnite object:
The absolute thesis of all philosophy cannot be proven; nothing goes beyond it; it
contains its proof in itself. But for this reason, the ﬁrst and the last of philosophy is
not a belief [Glaube], as is generally assumed, but simply a knowledge, but to be
sure, a knowledge of a very singular kind, an inﬁnite knowledge.108

Here, Schlegel differentiates his position from Jacobi, who in developing
Hume’s notion of belief maintained that a basic epistemic form of faith
(Glauben) was the ground for both belief in a transcendent God and
cognition in general. According to Schlegel, belief cannot be the basis of
knowledge. Belief is something that occurs when we are unable to know.
Instead, he adopts a position much closer to Herder. The transcendent
absolute is the necessary ontological precondition for consciousness,
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without which it cannot exist. For Schlegel belief still contained something uncertain, whereas nothing can be other than the absolute thesis of
philosophy.109 The absolute is something that cannot be increased or
decreased and, once found, can never be lost. Schlegel explains that
‘inﬁnite knowledge’ cannot be mastered and, seemingly contradictorily,
that it both cannot be proven and can be proven only inﬁnitely.110 The
absolute is something we meet in speculation when it is encountered in
immanence as the basis for the activity of consciousness that always
points back beyond the self to the transcendent. It is only through the
immanent activity of the self that the inﬁnite knowledge of the transcendent absolute is realised.
In his philosophical lectures, Schlegel explains that ‘the inﬁnite task of
nature is to realise the deity.’111 Equally, we become conscious of the
deity as the basis for the activity of consciousness. Together, both
nature and conscious thinking participate in the realisation of the
divine. Consequently, it is, Schlegel writes, ‘impossible to think anything other than the deity, or more simply all thinking is divination.’112
This is the case for all forms of knowledge, including natural science,
which are forms of divination.113 At the same time, yet to a higher
degree, art too divinises: ‘There exists no work of art in which the two
concepts, bringing the inﬁnite to consciousness, or proceeding the consciousness into the inﬁnite, are not posited as the ﬁnal principle.’114
According to Schlegel, the activity of art is the conscious engagement of
the ﬁnite self with the inﬁnite absolute, a form of methexis where the
self freely and actively participates in the activity of divination. In a
poem written around the same time as the lectures, titled Das Ideal,
Schlegel wrote:
Wir können nicht heraus aus unserm Leibe,
An allen wird der Kenner etwas missen,
Und einer kann den kleinen Punkt nur treffen.
Nur das Ganze, mein Freund, wie es lebt und im Leben sich spiegelt;
Das sei dein Ideal, frei von der Formel Gespenst.115
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Here Schlegel’s central ideas are expressed together: we are unable to
escape ourselves through abstract metaphysical speculation in order to
grasp the absolute in itself. Yet the self, and all the world in which it ﬁnds
itself, as it lives and is mirrored in our thoughts and art, reveals the whole
to us. In the process of striving, in the activity of Poesis, and in participating in the activity of Poesis through the production of art and the multiplication of mythologies by which we understand reality, Schlegel discovers
a new grammar for the absolute. These are the fruits of uniting idealism
and realism, which allow us to occupy a place between the ﬁnite and the
inﬁnite, and ﬁnd transcendence once again within immanence.

11
Hölderlin
Becoming and Dissolution in the Absolute

‘the holy always remains holy’
In a letter written in 1799, Hölderlin expresses his desire to create a new
language for religion, a language sufﬁcient to the absolute.1 He writes that
at the close of the eighteenth century, religion is almost as it was at the
time of Christ’s birth, in an age of anticipation, in need of a new
incarnation. The present age, he explains, is one of spiritual death, but
death is followed by rebirth as part of a cycle of becoming and dissolution, a concept that would come to be central to Hölderlin’s religious
vision:
The way things are now had to come about, particularly with regard to religion,
and it is now with religion almost as it was when Christ appeared in the world.
But just as winter is followed by spring, so the spiritual death of man has always
been followed by new life, and the holy always remains holy, regardless of
whether people respect it. And there will be many who are more religious in their
hearts than they like to or can say, and perhaps many of our preachers, who
simply cannot ﬁnd the words, say more in their sermons than others suspect
because the words that they need are so ordinary and have been misused a
thousand times.2

What Hölderlin here outlines are the results of the shift from the transcendent conceptualisation of reality to its immanent understanding. The
disappearance of a transcendent framework had, according to Hölderlin,
left his age unable to communicate with and about the divine. In the same
letter, he writes that he is unwilling to express his religiosity, for if he does,

1

GSA VI.1, 310.

2

GSA VI.1, 310.

157

158

Romantic Religion: The Poet’s Vocation

he goes on to explain, he will be condemned by the dogmatic theologians
for heterodoxy and by the atheists for foolishness. The pre-Christian state
he describes in the letter is the same as the god-evacuated landscape of
Greece that he recounts later in his epistolary novel Hyperion: ‘Now he
rose in his eternal youth, the ancient Sun God, . . . and smiled down upon
his deserted country, on his temples, his pillars, which fate had thrown
down before him like withered rose petals that a child thoughtlessly tore
from the bush as it passed and scattered over the ground.’3 In both the
letter and this description of the Apollonian landscape, the divine is
present, ‘the holy always remains holy’, and Apollo still smiles down
upon his now devastated temples.4 However, in both cases, the present
age is possessed of no means to participate in the life of the gods, as there
is no language to engage the divine. Hölderlin explains that in the time of
ancient Greece, as well as in the time of Christ, the divine was present in
the life and language of methexis, but in Hölderlin’s age, in the words of
his celebrated poem Brot und Wein (Bread and Wine, 1800–1801),
humans are separated from the divine: ‘Zwar leben die Götter, / Aber
über dem Haupt droben in anderer Welt.’5 In the world according to
immanent understanding, the gods remain ‘über dem Haupt’, above our
heads, while humans remain below, in a world of immanence.
As Hölderlin explains, this separation affected not just individuals, but
the hierophants of the day. Neither the clergy nor their sermons could ﬁnd
adequate words to express the divine. Their sacred language had become
ordinary through overuse or corrupt from misuse. After ﬁve years in the
seminary, and with much theological, philosophical and poetical experience behind him – including time with both Fichte and Schiller at Jena,
with the ﬁrst volume of his Hyperion published, and the second soon to
appear – Hölderlin at the time of his letter had gained a signiﬁcant
perspective on the language and form of religion. He writes of the present
day ‘scribes and Pharisees’ who turn the ‘indwelling faith’ of the Bible into
‘a cold babble that kills the heart and the spirit’,6 yet he also observes that,
despite this corruption of both language and institution, the absolute
abides, and he and his age are called to respond to it. Hölderlin’s letter
was written in the context of his re-dedicating himself to poetry in the
service of this new religion. He explains that too often, from boyhood, he
never worked as hard on his poetry as he ought, never devoted himself to
3
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it as fully as he should have, but instead conformed to circumstance and
the expectations dictated to him by immanent demands. However, now
he explains it is almost time for him to take up a rural pastorship, for the
reason of living his poetry.7 Hölderlin never followed through with this
plan ﬁnally to take a position in the church, but he did, in the last few
years of his health, take up the religious-poetic vocation, or Dichterberuf,
of ﬁnding a language sufﬁcient to absolute being.
This examination will trace the development of Hölderlin’s religious
thought concerning the absolute to around 1802.8 It will do so by
examining his vexed relationship to philosophy in philosophical fragments such as Urteil und Sein (Judgement and Being, 1795) and Über
Religion (On Religion, 1796/7), as he struggled to ﬁnd a compromise in
order to allow him to fulﬁl his Dichterberuf. Often his desire to ﬁnd a
language for religion was at odds with the abstracting tendency to view
God as a set of maximal attributes or as a conceptual ﬁrst cause. Consequently, he sometimes saw philosophy in a negative light, its demands
holding back his poetic ambitions: ‘Philosophy is a tyrant, and I endure its
might rather than being subjugated to it voluntarily.’9 Philosophy always
seemed, he protested, to draw him away from poetry, leaving him
wanting, ‘like Swiss herdsmen in the army longing for their valleys and
their cattle’.10 Alternately, he viewed it as the resource that gave his
aesthetic ambitions structure and substance: ‘There is a hospital where
every poet afﬂicted the way I am may ﬁnd honourable refuge – philosophy.’11 When Hölderlin wrote, in 1799, that he would devote himself
entirely to poetry, he reﬂected on his relationship with poetry as something which brought him ‘acute disquiet and discontentedness’.12 He
engaged philosophy, he explains, because he ‘wanted to avoid the reputation of an empty poet’, yet equally he resisted the emptiness of philosophical abstraction.13 In the context of this struggle with philosophy
Hölderlin would produce some of his most remarkable philosophical
fragments, such as Das Werden im Vergehen (The Process of Becoming
in Passing Away, 1799) and Über die Verfahrungsweise des poetischen
Geistes (On the Procedure of the Poetic Spirit, 1799/1800), importing the
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action of poetry into philosophical endeavour. As we shall see, the complex syntax of these fragments reproduces the dithyrambic rhythm that
Hölderlin came to see, through works such as Hyperion, as the disclosure
of the absolute in the action of both poetry and life in general.
Hölderlin was born in 1770 in Lauffen am Neckar, in Württemberg.
He relied closely on his mother after the early death of his father and then
stepfather. In 1793, following study at the Tübingen Stift, through Friedrich Schiller’s recommendation, he obtained the ﬁrst of several posts as a
private tutor. Schiller also published some of Hölderlin’s poetry as well as
a fragment of his novel Hyperion in his journal Neue Thalia. In 1794
Hölderlin left his tutor’s post in order to move to Jena, which afforded
him a short period of contact with the intellectual circles there. In December 1795 he accepted a tutorship with a wealthy Frankfurt banker whose
wife Hölderlin fell in love with. She became an object of poetic inspiration
appearing in his poems and was the model for the character of Diotma in
Hyperion. After Hyperion he began to write a tragedy, Der Tod des
Empedokles (The Death of Empedocles, 1797–1800), which remained
incomplete. Though symptoms of mental instability started to appear
around this time, the period leading to 1801 was one of immense creativity, seeing the production of some of Hölderlin’s most important poems
such as Brod und Wein (Bread and Wine) and Wie wenn am Feiertag (As
on a Holiday). Several short-lived tutorships indicated his worsening
mental state; however, he still completed verse translations of Sophocles’
Antigone and Oedipus Tyrannus (1804) and produced further poetry and
philosophical fragments. After further mental decay Hölderlin was cared
for by his friend Isaak von Sinclair, yet after Sinclair was falsely accused of
subversive activities and imprisoned for ﬁve months, Hölderlin succumbed
irretrievably to his mental condition. He would eventually ﬁnd a caring
home on the banks of the Necker with a Tübingen carpenter and devotee,
where he lived for the next thirty-six years until his death in 1843.

early poetry and philosophy
From early on, Hölderlin’s concern with the absolute was bound up with
his practical fate. His attendance of the local Klosterschule and then the
Tübingen Stift obligated him to the service of the Swabian state church
(though many, including Hölderlin himself and his friends Hegel and
Schelling, had become able to defer this responsibility). At the same time,
the early loss of his father, and then stepfather, his mother’s piety, and his
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descending from a long line of pastors, curates and deacons on his father’s
side led him consistently to confront issues relating to religion.14
Hölderlin’s earliest works, which are deﬁned by a searching desire to
understand and articulate his relationship to the absolute, reveal his sense
that the traditional and orthodox forms of religion were inadequate to
this task. For a new language, Hölderlin turned his efforts to poetry, and
his practical eye to nature. His early emotive verse is reﬂective of the
inﬂuence of Pietism, whose emphasis on feeling and subjective experience
came to have an almost ubiquitous inﬂuence on German culture.15 As
such, Pietism provided a powerful rejoinder to the more extreme forms of
Enlightenment rationalism, inﬂuencing literary movements such as Empﬁndsamkeit and Sturm und Drang. Registering this trend, Hölderlin’s
earliest poetry develops a simple vitalist pietism, demonstrated in works
such as Die Tek (1788).16 The poem, named after a hill in the Schwäbische Alb, upon which stood the ruins of a Hohenzollern castle,
describes his strong sense of the divine as bound up with nature, locality
and history, as contrasted with the urban, foreign and contemporary.17
Having climbed the Traubenhügel, the young Hölderlin declares:
Ich strek’ im stolzen Gefühle –
Als umschlänge mein Arm das Unendliche – auf zu den Wolken
Meine gefalteten Hände, zu danken im edlen Gefühle
Daß er ein Herz mir gab, dem Schaffer der edlen Gefühle.18

Despite the fact there is little subtlety in these early poetic effusions – ‘Gott
hat dieses Gebierge geschaffen’19 – these juvenilia reveal two important
aspects of Hölderlin’s poetics: the ﬁrst is the driving desire for a language
that is capable of drawing near to the divine. Second, Die Tek, like a great
many other Hölderlin poems, is deﬁned not by its descriptive qualities but
by the experience of the poet-protagonist it features. Accordingly, we see
14
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Hölderlin’s notion of a Dichterberuf coming to form around a personal,
creative need to ﬁnd a new language for religion.
By the time he was studying at the Tübinger Stift, Hölderlin already
considered himself an incipient poet, a fact illustrated by the thirty or so
poems or poetic fragments that remain from before his entry into the
seminary. In the ﬁrst surviving letter we have of Hölderlin to his mother,
he excitedly writes of having ‘thousands of designs for poems’.20 This
poetical desire produced the so-called Tübingen Hymns, written during
his years at the Stift. The hymns themselves are not notable for their merit
within the wider body of his work, but they do introduce Hölderlin’s
concern for community, which becomes an important part of his search
for a religious language. Additionally, they display a philosophical naïvety that allows Hölderlin to combine both realist loyalties and idealist
inﬂuences in a way that would set up a future philosophical crisis, coming
to a head in his own exposure to Fichte. We can see these characteristics
in two of the most well-known Tübingen-period hymns, Hymne an die
Göttin der Harmonie (Hymn to the Goddess of Harmony, 1790) and
Hymne an die Schönheit (Hymn to the Beautiful, 1791).21
One of Hölderlin’s primary concerns at this stage is that the poet,
searching for a divine language, will end up speaking a private tongue
that only he can understand, consequently rendering him silent.22 This
helps us to explain his choice of the hymn form, a genre which aims to
express private feeling to a public audience in an evocative and enthusiastic arrangement. Hymns are not personal constative statements but
performative, even liturgical, expressions to a community. What is more,
the provenance of the form connects both the Christian tradition and its
ancient Greek precursor, recalling a wider history of revelation that
would increasingly become central to Hölderlin. His hymns were likely
written to be read aloud among the Dichterbund of Hölderlin and his
poetic friends Christian Ludwig Neuffer and Rudolf Magenau.23 Hölderlin’s concern with communal language is clearly expressed in both the
Harmonie and Schönheit hymns, where Hölderlin exults his fellow lyricists to ‘be the high priesthood of truth’24 and a ‘powerful priesthood’,25

20
23

24

25

21
22
GSA VI.1, 4.
GSA I.1, 130–34, 149–51.
GSA VI.1, 310.
Though much attention is often given to Hölderlin’s friendship with Hegel and Schelling,
it was his time spent with these fellow poets that he would later refer to as his ‘golden
days’ (GSA VI.1, 71).
‘Sei der Wahrheit hohes Priestertum’, in Hymne an die Göttin der Schönheit (GAS I.1; 133
(l. 92)). Also in Hymne and die Schönheit, ‘mächtig Priestertum’ (GSA I.1, 154 (l. 82)).
GSA I.1, 154 (ll. 81–90).

Hölderlin: Becoming and Dissolution in the Absolute

163

capable of expressing the human desire for original unity, and thereby
overcoming worldly tyranny by making the divine manifest.
In terms of the philosophical language of the poems, we ﬁnd Hölderlin bringing together Platonic realist notions with contemporary
idealist sentiments. This is most clearly in evidence in the epigraph to
Hymne an die Schönheit. Here Hölderlin offers an indirect quotation
from Kant’s Kritik der Urteilskraft (Critique of Judgement, 1790):
‘Nature speaks ﬁguratively to us in her beautiful forms, and the gifts
of interpreting her ciphered writing are bestowed to our moral feelings.’26 Yet the meaning Hölderlin conveys in the context of his quotation is far more ambiguous than Kant’s original statement, if not
thoroughly opposed to it.27 For Kant, nature can call forth in the
individual an interest in beauty ‘only insofar as he has already ﬁrmly
established his interest in the morally good’.28 In Hölderlin’s rendering,
nature does call forth a power that is already present within the individual, but equally it is in possession of beauty in itself. Therefore, for
Hölderlin, while our idealism may predispose us to the beautiful, the
reality of a posteriori beauty draws us to it.29 This is conﬁrmed in both
the Harmonie and Schönheit hymns where Hölderlin’s poetic effusions
show none of the philosophical restraint that would result from a more
thorough exposure to idealist philosophy. Instead, we ﬁnd a poetic
ambition bordering on what Hölderlin himself would later see as
hubris, seemingly capable of rising to the form of beauty itself:
Waltend über Orionen,
Wo der Pole Klang verhallt,
Lacht vollendeter
Priesterlichen Dienst zu lohnen,
Schönheit in der Urgestalt;
Dort im Glanze mich zu sonnen,
Dort der Schöpferin zu nah’n,
Flammet stolzer Wunsch mich an,
Denn mit hohen Siegeswonnen
Lohnet sie die kühne Bahn.30
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What Hölderlin would later come to see as poetic pretence formed the
basis of much angst as he confronted the philosophical and theological
difﬁculties of thinking the absolute. In this early stage, Hölderlin is
content to sing a vitalist song of praise to the absolute, as we see in Lied
der Liebe (Song of Love, 1790): ‘Singt den Jubel, Schwestern! Bruder!
Festgeschlungen! Hand in Hand! Singt das heiligste der Lieder Von dem
hohen Wesenband! . . . Überall der Liebe Flügel, Wonnerauschend
überall!’31 In this and other passages, what he expresses is less a language
able to make the divine manifest than a subjective expression of his desire
for it. Shortly, however, philosophy would force Hölderlin to confront
the perilous nature of the absolute.
As outlined, Hölderlin’s relationship with philosophical speculation
was a fraught one, both motivating and challenging his desire to establish
a language for the divine, whose inexpressibleness, he felt, hovered over
the age like a dark cloud, as expressed in his poem Der Zeitgeist (The
Spirit of the Time, 1799):
Zu lang schon waltest über dem Haupte mir,
Du in der dunkeln Wolke, du Gott der Zeit!
Zu wild, zu bang ist’s ringsum, und es
Trümmert und wankt ja, wohin ich blicke.32

Hölderlin’s encounter with philosophy helped him to clarify the limits of
language and to see the possibilities of aesthetics. Though he never
produced any sustained philosophical statement, Hölderlin did leave a
series of speculative fragments as the husks from which the poetry that
followed germinated. These were the results of his encounters with divergent idealist and realist philosophies, and his desire to bring the insights of
both together.
Hölderlin’s inclination to Platonic realism would have been natural.
Where orthodoxy faltered, the Platonic cosmos of the ancient Greeks
offered what Hölderlin described in his Hymne an den Genius
Grichenlands (Hymn to the Genius of Greece, 1790) as a kingdom
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founded on cosmic love, binding together human and divine realms.33
Before arriving at the Stift, Hölderlin already had a strong classical
education; however, it was Plato above all who occupied Hölderlin’s
philosophical imagination during his time at Tübingen:34
in the divine hours, when I return from the bosom of ensouled nature, or from the
grove of plane trees by the Ilissos, where I, lying among Plato’s disciples, have
watched the ﬂight of the magniﬁcent man as he roams the dark distances of the
archetypal world; or followed him into the dizzying depths, into the remotest
lands of the country of the spirit, where the soul of the world sends out its life into
the thousand pulses of nature, whereto the emanated forces return after their
immense cycle; or when I, at the symposium, intoxicated from the Socratic cup,
and by convivial Socratic friendship, listened to enthused youths as they pay
homage to holy love with sweet ﬁery speech, with the joker Aristophanes wittily
contributing, until ﬁnally, the master, the divine Socrates himself, with his heavenly wisdom, teaches them all what love is.35

In this Platonic reverie, found in one of Hölderlin’s letters, we ﬁnd
allusions to three of Plato’s most important dialogues, Phaedrus,
Timaeus and Symposium, and to three of the central ideas contained
within them. He ﬁrst makes mention of the plane trees by the Illissos,
referring to the setting of the Phaedrus, in which Socrates describes the
banquet of the gods in heaven. This place, that only the chariots of the
gods may reach, is where knowledge in its absolute form abides.36 Next
Hölderlin’s description of the pulsating soul of the world references the
cosmogony of the Timaeus, with its description of the soul as the union of
invisible and transient being, whose cyclical movement through the body
of the universe gives rise to reason and knowledge.37 Last, referring to the
Symposium, Hölderlin alludes to Socrates’ account of Diotima’s understanding of love, which describes how eros allows us to ascend through
the particular to the universal.38 In these allusions, Hölderlin summarises
three sequential and central ideas within Plato’s metaphysics, from being
without becoming, to the uniﬁcation of being with becoming, to the eros
by which we may ascend through becoming toward absolute being.
Finally, what is noteworthy in each of these allusions is that they are
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among the most imaginative and creative expressions of Plato’s metaphysics, demonstrating the necessary relationship between philosophy
and poetics. After his reverie, Hölderlin adds that his earlier hymns were
unable to capture the feminine insight of Plato’s Diotma and resolves, in
his new project, the novel Hyperion, to include a ‘spark of that sweet
ﬂame’.39
At the same time as he was growing intoxicated from the Platonic cup,
Hölderlin was engaging with modern philosophy. While this development
is complicated and difﬁcult to reconstruct,40 a letter Hölderlin wrote in
early 1791 provides a helpful outline of his intellectual development
during the previous year.41 This was the year when the close relationship
between Hölderlin, Hegel and Schelling began, and the three had read a
number of important philosophical texts together.42 Hölderlin ﬁrst
describes his enthusiastic reading and subsequent disappointment with
the rational proofs for the existence of God. The arguments of the
Leibnizian-Wolfﬁan school, the teleological, cosmological and ontological arguments, which had become bulwarks of Enlightenment
Christianity, were unable to withstand the critical appraisal Kant had
rendered. Kant’s ﬁrst Kritik was widely read at the Stift by both students
and some instructors, who attempted to incorporate it into their own
theological perspectives.43
Next, he describes how he came across writings both by and on
Spinoza.44 Hölderlin, along with Hegel and Schelling, had followed the
development of the Pantheismusstreit with interest, and a summary
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Hölderlin made of Jacobi’s Über die Lehre des Spinoza has survived.45
Hölderlin’s assessment of Spinoza is reﬂective of Jacobi’s position. He
writes that if one proceeds like Spinoza, ‘with reason, cold reason abandoned by the heart, one must come upon his ideas if one wants to explain
everything.’46 This echoes Jacobi’s argument that any consistent rational
explanation inevitably leads ultimately to nihilism.47 In opposition to
such thoroughgoing reason, Hölderlin, following Jacobi, maintains that
‘there remained with me the faith [Glauben] of my heart, which is so
incontrovertibly full of longing for eternity, for God.’48 Yet, equally,
Hölderlin doubts Jacobi’s idea of faith, asking: ‘do we not doubt precisely
that which we most desire?’49 What we require against this doubt, Hölderlin explains, is the incarnation, repeating the claims of Gottlob Christian Storr, a prominent theologian and previously a theology professor at
the Stift whose works were part of the curriculum.50 According to Hölderlin, Christ, as the incarnation of God, proves his divinity through his
miracles and the existence of God through his teaching, thereby conﬁrming the faith of the heart. As a consequence, Hölderlin explains that he
came to realise ‘the entire necessity of the Christian religion’.51 While on
the surface such a statement could easily be dismissed as pandering to the
authorities of the seminary and the piety of his mother, to whom the letter
is addressed, it nonetheless expresses a belief that simple faith and feeling
alone are insufﬁcient. Religion must be embodied; its ideals must become
incarnate. Consequently, while we may initially doubt Hölderlin’s seemingly orthodox conclusion based on his desire for a new religious language, the central Christian notion of incarnate religion is central for
Hölderlin’s thought in a way that takes him beyond even Jacobi’s
position.

from fichte’s ‘i’ to urteil und sein
Opposing this realist inclination was Hölderlin’s encounter with Fichte,
which follows a similar trajectory to Schlegel and Novalis. Whereas
Kant’s Copernican revolution had been declared in a prolix prose and
crafted in such a way as to avoid offending the authorities, Fichte’s
philosophy of the self represented the revolutionary spirit of the age.
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Hölderlin writes of Fichte’s philosophy consuming him, as he attended
the popular philosopher’s lectures.52 The emphasis of Fichte on freedom
and the individual gave young men such as Hölderlin, trapped between
the Württemberg consistory and the middling existence of a Hofmeister, a
measure of practical hope. Yet Hölderlin’s Fichtean fascination would be
short lived. His realist afﬁnities with Plato and Christianity were an ill-ﬁt
with Fichtean idealism, something reinforced by his acquaintance with the
anti-foundationalist Niethammer, whom he would later refer to as his
‘philosophical mentor’.53
Hölderlin’s realism comes into direct and bitter confrontation with
Fichte’s idealism in his poem An die Natur (To Nature, 1795). Fichte’s
philosophy rendered nature merely the non-‘I’, seemingly refuting the
participatory framework on which so much of Hölderlin’s early poetry
was based, and leaving Hölderlin to choose between the freedom of the ‘I’
or a vitalism of nature. Whereas the early poetry observed the objective
reality of ideas in nature, the external world now seemed barren and
denied any intrinsic value. This left Hölderlin alienated and mourning the
loss of a world previously invested with meaning. In lines reminiscent of
Schiller’s Die Götter Griechenlands, he writes:
Todt ist nun, die mich erzog und stillte,
Todt ist nun die jugendliche Welt,
Diese Brust, die einst ein Himmel füllte,
Todt und dürftig, wie ein Stoppelfeld;
Ach! es singt der Frühling meinen Sorgen
Noch, wie einst, ein freundlich tröstend Lied,
Aber hin ist meines Lebens Morgen,
Meines Herzens Frühling ist verblüht.
Ewig muß die liebste Liebe darben,
Was wir liebten, ist ein Schatten nur
Da der Jugend goldne Träume starben,
Starb für mich die freundliche Natur;54
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In a matter of months, Hölderlin would come to reject these conclusions
and restore nature to its participatory role, as poems such as Die
Eichenbaum (The Oak Tree, 1796) and An den Äther (On the Aether,
1798) illustrate. These works assert a re-found intuitive grasp of the
absolute, which emerge from Hölderlin’s philosophical struggle.
An account of how Hölderlin overcame Fichte’s idealism can be found
in a letter to Hegel, which explains the outcome of his having read Fichte
against Spinoza. In the letter he equates the absolute principle of both
philosophies with one another: Fichte’s ‘absolute “I” (=Spinoza’s substance)’, since both concepts contain all reality.55 By drawing this parallel
between the opposing claims of the monist Spinoza and the idealist Fichte,
Hölderlin employs Jacobi’s anti-Spinozist argument against Fichte’s idealism.56 In his notes on Jacobi’s Über den Lehre des Spinoza, Hölderlin
records the criticism that Spinoza’s immanent God lacked both understanding and will, because it was not an object to itself or anything else.57
Hölderlin duly applies this same criticism to Fichte’s Absolute ‘I’:
it [Fichte’s absolute ‘I’] is everything, and outside of it is nothing; there is no object
for this absolute ‘I’, for otherwise all reality would not be in it; but a consciousness
without an object is not conceivable, and if I myself am this object, then as such
I am necessarily limited, even if it is only in time, and therefore not absolute;
therefore no consciousness is thinkable in the absolute I, as an absolute ‘I’ I have
no consciousness, and insofar as I am (for myself ) nothing, therefore the ‘I’ is (for
me) nothing.58

Hölderlin knew that Fichte’s own works recognised that the ‘I’ must be
opposed to the non-I, but the assertion of the absolute ‘I’ led him to
suspect Fichte of the same dogmatism that afﬂicted earlier metaphysics.59
Against Fichte, in the important philosophical fragment Urteil und
Sein, Hölderlin breaks with Fichte’s fundamental tenet of the primacy of
the immanent absolute subject, arguing for the necessary priority of the
transcendent absolute itself.60 Hölderlin employs an etymological pun on
the word ‘judgement [Urteil]’ to consider an original division (ursprüngliche and Teilung).61 As such, the word points back to the original
division, ‘I am I,’ the subject/object distinction in which the self becomes
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an object of reﬂexion.62 Hölderlin, like Fichte, posits this original unity
through ‘intellectual intuition’,63 but in opposition to Fichte he gives
absolute being priority over the ‘I’. It is in absolute being, Hölderlin
explains, that ‘subject and object are absolutely united . . . such that no
separation can be performed without damaging the essence of that which
is to be separated.’64 Only in this state of complete unity could we speak
of ‘being absolutely’.65 In the statement ‘I am I’ we recognise the union of
the subject and object, but we do so by their opposition; subject and
object are not united, as is the case with absolute being. Being precedes the
original division of subject/object necessary for the ‘I’ as the foundational
unity of the two. As such it cannot be the subject of explanation, as this
would undermine its subject/object unity through judgement. Instead, our
understanding of being is derived from intellectual intuition, whose status
is akin to the feeling Hölderlin earlier considered through Jacobi. It is in
this way that possibilities begin to open up again for the vitalist convictions that Hölderlin expressed in his earlier poetry.
There is more, however, to Hölderlin’s experience with Fichte than
merely the assertion of the primacy of the transcendent absolute. From
Fichte, Hölderlin also took a sharpened understanding of the striving,
active nature of the subject. For Hölderlin, Fichte’s ‘analysis of the reciprocal determination of the “I” and “Not-I” (in his language) is certainly
noteworthy; as is the idea of striving.’66 Elsewhere Hölderlin outlines the
importance of these two concepts: humans, he writes, are deﬁned, on the
one hand, by their striving toward the inﬁnite, and, on the other, by their
limitation. If human beings did not strive to be free from all limits, they
would not feel that something is set against their striving. Equally, human
beings are deﬁned by limitation, since without it they would be everything, and nothing would exist outside them.67 Yet at the same time,
Hölderlin sees Fichte working against his own insights, with his claim of
the possibility of a complete system of knowledge advocating a kind of
‘scientiﬁc quietism’.68 The dynamic nature of this reciprocal relationship
must be maintained, since only through it can individuals sustain their
relationship with the transcendent absolute, in the form of ‘inﬁnite progress’ toward a ‘boundless ideal’.69
This necessary role of the subject allowed Hölderlin to maintain the
basic claim of idealism: that the objects of knowledge are dependent on
the activity of the mind, while rejecting the anti-realism that followed
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from critical idealism. For Hölderlin, the language of idealism was
capable of explaining the world in terms of the everyday division of
subject and object, allowing us to establish principles of thought and
action through morality and causation. Yet, as he explains in a letter to
his brother: ‘Every principle of reason is itself grounded by reason, in that
it relates them to the ideal, the highest ground of all; and the ought, which
is contained in the principles of reason, is in this way dependent on (ideal)
being.’70 What Hölderlin objected to in idealism, therefore, was not the
role of the subject but the privileging of the subject to the extent that the
absolute being of realism was no longer a factor.
For Hölderlin, Fichte’s claim for the possibility of a complete
system of knowledge accordingly undermines the dynamic nature of
this reciprocal relationship. In opposition, Hölderlin argues against
foundationalism and for the idea of inﬁnite approximation: ‘I have
always believed that for its knowledge, as for its actions, mankind
needed an inﬁnite progress, an unbounded time, in order to approach
the boundless ideal.’71 In a letter to Schiller, Hölderlin explained that
the way forward was not through theory, but through aesthetics: ‘the
union of subject and object in an absolute – I or whatever one wishes to
call it – is possible aesthetically in intellectual intuition, but is theoretically possible only through inﬁnite approximation.’72 Hölderlin’s fragment Über Religion and his novel Hyperion put these insights into
practice.

a religious aesthetics of action
In his correspondence, Hölderlin outlined a set of projected philosophical
letters that would take up the task of setting out a religious aesthetics of
inﬁnite approximation:
In the philosophical letters I want to ﬁnd the principle that will explain, to my
satisfaction, the divisions in which we think and exist, but which is also capable of
making the conﬂict disappear, the conﬂict between the subject and the object,
between our selves and the world, and between reason and revelation, – theoretically, through the intellect, without our practical reason having to intervene. We
need an aesthetic sense to do this, and I will call my philosophical letters New
Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man. Also in them I will go on from
philosophy to poetry and religion.73
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Though this project, named in reference to Schiller’s Über die ästhetische
Erziehung des Menschen (On the Aesthetic Education of Man, 1795),
never came to fruition, the fragments that make up Über Religion reﬂect
the intentions expressed.74 The text offers the following premise: ‘Neither
from himself alone, nor only from the objects surrounding him, can one
experience that there is more than mechanism, that a spirit, a god, is in the
world, but in a more living relation, raised above need, in which he exists
with what surrounds him.’75 Elaborating on this, Hölderlin writes that
both physical causation and the moral imperative constitute forms of
divergent necessity which institute mechanisms that require us to respond
to them to achieve satisfaction. Yet the fact that these demands diverge,
and can only ever be satisﬁed momentarily, leads us to search for a ‘higher
context’ that uniﬁes the two.76 The ‘inﬁnite connection’ of this higher
context provides a more inﬁnite satisfaction, and from this satisfaction
emerges the spiritual life. Hölderlin describes the spiritual life as repeating
real life in such a way that every moment within life is made spiritually
signiﬁcant by virtue of its being based in the inﬁnite foundation of the
transcendent absolute.77
The problem of language arises in articulating the nature of this higher
context. Both the physical and moral are deﬁned in terms of their ﬁnite
relations, which may be respectively thought through experience or concepts. Religion, however, is deﬁned in terms of its inﬁnite relation, and
accordingly Hölderlin comments: ‘Those more inﬁnite, more than necessary relations in life can also indeed be thought, but not merely thought;
thought does not exhaust them.’78 Instead, religion is better expressed in
action, which is able to articulate a relation that arises above the physical
and the morally necessary, as was the case, according to Hölderlin, in
antiquity. The Greeks, he explains, united theory and praxis, the ideal and
the real, freedom and the law in the higher unity of religion. Hospitality,
generosity and magnanimity were all considered to be religious activities,
but not ones that could be taken from their context and made the subject
of an abstract rule. Criticising ethics that is divorced from the concept of
religion, likely with Kant’s practical reason in mind, Hölderlin protests
that ‘[w]e believe ourselves with our iron concepts to be more enlightened
than the ancients, who considered those tender relationships as religious
ones.’79 In opposition, Hölderlin offers the example of Antigone, and her
higher religious orientation in the burial of Polynices, an act performed
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according to the higher law of the gods and family fealty, yet in contradiction of the decrees of the state. For Hölderlin, such an action could never be
the subject of an abstract ethics. In such sentiments, we see Hölderlin
combining Fichte’s philosophy of action, in which the self becomes present
to itself as an act, and his realist convictions that such actions must be
motivated by a religious belief in the real existence of transcendental ideals.
Religion remains part of us since we still, like Antigone, act beyond
necessity, but we do so without the communal religious language of the
ancients. Reﬂecting the concerns for community that we ﬁnd in the earlier
Tübingen Hymns, Hölderlin explains that today our spirituality has
become restricted to the personal sphere, extending only to our more
immediate relations. Each of our spheres has a god of its own, and this
god is common only insofar as it is encountered in personal interaction,
since what it lacks is a language. Hölderlin later expresses this problem in
his poem Heimkunft, which describes the poet’s return home to his
family. As he experiences his native countryside, the friendly countenances of his countrymen and the voice of his mother, he is ﬁlled with
feelings of divine joy. Yet Hölderlin also encounters the problem of a lack
of language sufﬁcient to communicate his sense of the divine: ‘Vieles hab’
ich gehört vom großen Vater und habe / Lange geschwiegen von ihm.’80
At home, he blesses his family’s shared meal, and he asks on whom he
should call. At the end of a day’s activity with his kinsfolk, he asks to
whom he should give thanks. He wants to know if he can call the highest
by name and wonders whether his joy is great enough that it grasps the
divine he desires to thank: ‘Schweigen müssen wir oft; es fehlen heilige
Namen, / Herzen schlagen und doch bleibet die Rede zurück?’81 Here
religion is restricted to the most intimate relations. What the present age
requires is a common language of religion. Through this, according to
Über Religion, individuals will be able to associate their various representations of the divine with a common good and a common God,
expanding individual spheres into communities.
Hölderlin’s proposal for this new religious language is for it to be
mythical in its content and poetic in its form, a proposal not unlike that
found in Schlegel’s Gespräch über die Poesie or indeed in the Systemprogramm of which Hölderlin is considered a co-author, and its notion of
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‘sinnliche Religion [sensate religion]’.82 First, myth has the quality of
containing both intellectual ideas and historical facts in a ‘reciprocal
ﬁtting limitation’.83 This is expressed in Hölderlin’s poem An den Äther,
where the pervasive element is given the status of a unifying divine
principle, in the character of Father Äether, a benevolent omnipresent
ﬁgure who unites all things and orientates their heavenward striving:
Nicht von irdischer Kost gedeihen einzig die Wesen,
Aber du nährst sie all’ mit deinem Nektar, o Vater!
Und es drängt sich und rinnt aus deiner ewigen Fülle
Die beseelende Luft durch alle Röhren des Lebens.
Darum lieben die Wesen dich auch und ringen und streben
Unaufhörlich hinauf nach dir in freudigem Wachstum.84

The poetic form, if successful, places all this in language wherein each
individual may ﬁnd and honour his or her own god but, more than this,
through the language of the mytho-poetic, honour a common divinity
through a shared communal aesthetic. It is in this way, Hölderlin concludes, that the task of the poet is like that of the priest or even a founder
of religion: to create a language for, and reﬂective of, the divine, which
struggles and strives incessantly upward in joyful growth.

the romantic hero: hyperion
Hyperion, oder der Eremit in Griechenland (Hyperion, or the Hermit in
Greece, two parts, 1797, 1799) is Hölderlin’s only novel and his largest
complete poetic achievement. In it he sought to move away from speculative philosophical considerations into aesthetic practice, acting out the
struggle between the ideal and the real. Even in the earliest days of its
production, Hölderlin characterised the novel’s aim in this context: ‘I
have left the motive behind the ideas and sentiment in the dark, and this
is because I wanted to appeal to the faculty of taste, by depicting ideas as
sentiments (for aesthetic pleasure), rather than to the understanding,
through presenting a regular psychological development.’85
Written in epistolary form, the novel’s one-way correspondence tells
the story of a modern-day Greek youth, Hyperion. In his education, in
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friendship, in love and in political revolution, Hyperion tries and ultimately fails to recreate the ideal unity of ancient Greece on its modern
shores. His striving, viewed together through the action of the novel,
reveals a central insight into Hölderlin’s religious thought: that the ideal
he aims to make manifest is as much characterised by dissolution and
absence as it is by becoming and presence. This gives Hyperion its elegiac
character and is expressed in a particularly evocative passage, where
Hyperion describes a scene from his youth, when he toured the ruins of
Hellas with his tutor:
leaning against a pillar of the temple of the forgotten Jupiter, surrounded by laurel
and evergreen, . . . the sun exhorted us to think that once man was there and now
is gone, that man’s noble nature, if it still remains at all, is like a fractured piece of
a temple, or in memory, like the image of the dead – there I sat, playing sadly
beside him, and plucked the moss from a demigod’s pedestal, dug a marble hero’s
shoulder out of the rubble, and cut the thornbush and heather from the halfburied architraves . . . and the lizard played at our feet, and the ﬂies hummed
about us in the silence of noon.86

The elegiac and sentimental tone that Hyperion strikes here is made
possible to him through the retrospective position he occupies in relation
to the narrative, which looks back on the events he recounts through the
course of the novel. Hyperion’s process of remembrance gives it a Wordsworthian tenor, where the protagonist recalls moments of overﬂowing
emotion from a tranquil distance.87
Unlike his poetic endeavours, where the poet is equally the protagonist,
the novel’s structure allows Hölderlin to stand once removed from what he
elsewhere calls ‘the conﬂict between the striving for the absolute and the
striving for limitation’, revealing the rhythm of becoming and dissolution
that characterises the course of life.88 Therefore, while the novel’s ﬂuctuations are sometimes rapid and extreme, they are not arbitrary but represent
the hidden pattern that constitutes existence, as Hyperion comes to realise:
I look out to the sea and reﬂect on my life, its rise and fall, its bliss and its sorrow,
and often my past sounds to me like the music of the lute, when the ﬁngers of a
master run through all the chords and integrate discord and harmony in a
concealed pattern.89

This realisation of a hidden unity does not come about for Hyperion in a
moment of heightened striving, such as when he is attempting to liberate
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Greece from the Turks in revolution, or in the ecstasy of love with the
appropriately named character of Diotima, but after the loss of these and
many other attempts to achieve the ideal state toward which he strives.
Only within the context of the totality of a life lived do the moments of
discord and harmony come together to form the cadence of a song or a
uniﬁed story.
Hölderlin’s own realisation of this insight can be tracked through the
iterations of the preface written for the various drafts of Hyperion. The
ﬁrst was composed for the initial version, known as the Fragment von
Hyperion, which appeared in Schiller’s periodical Neue Thalia in 1792.
A second preface, the longest, was produced for the unpublished socalled penultimate version of 1795. A third and ﬁnal version, drastically
differing entirely from the ﬁrst two, appeared in the ﬁrst of the two
volumes of the complete works published in 1797 and 1799, respectively. In the 1794 preface, Hölderlin ﬁrst formulated the oft-referred to
‘eccentric path’ that we must travel between two ideals.90 The ﬁrst is the
‘highest simplicity’ in which all our needs and powers are in concord
with the organisation of nature. The second is the ‘highest formation’ in
which we experience the same concord, yet it is achieved through the
imposition of our own powers on nature. Between these two, Hölderlin
locates the general condition of all individuals: ‘The eccentric path . . .
runs through, from one point (of a more or less pure simplicity) to
another (of a more or less perfected formation).’91 In the 1795 formulation of the preface, an expanded and much altered formulation of this
‘eccentric path’ is given:
The blessed unity of being, in the only sense of that word, is lost for us and we had
to lose it by trying to achieve it. We tear ourselves away from the peaceful Eν καὶ
Παν of the world, in order to produce it through ourselves. We have fallen out with
nature, and what one may believe to have once been one now conﬂicts with itself,
and each side alternates between lordship and servitude.92

In this reformulation we lose the progressive imagery of moving from one
point to the next. Instead, Hölderlin replaces it with the concept of
‘inﬁnite striving [Unendliche Annäherung]’, exchanging the point-topoint geometrical language of the earlier preface for an asymptotic image
wherein ‘the determinate line unites itself with the indeterminate one only
in inﬁnite approximation.’93 There remains, nevertheless, a goal, which
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replaces the ‘highest formation’ with the union of the self with nature,
through beauty.94
In the ﬁnal 1797 formulation of the preface, the text is devoid of
almost any speculative language. There is no geometrical terminology
that would allow us to plot the protagonist’s progress, as if across a
Cartesian plane. Instead, Hölderlin expresses his concern that abstraction
will lead some readers to be ‘too greatly concerned with the fabula docet ’,
the moral of the story.95 Simultaneously, he is also concerned that others
may take the work too lightly, as a matter for entertainment alone. To
address this, he offers merely one line to aid us in our interpretation: ‘The
resolution of dissonances in a certain character is neither for mere reﬂection nor empty pleasure.’96 That is, what is presented in the novel is
offered neither for speculative abstraction nor as an object of beauty for
pure enjoyment.
What we ﬁnd in the revision of the prefaces is a repetition of the
protagonist’s received understanding of life, which sees all of life and its
relationship to the absolute not through any speculative concept
developed at one point in that life, but as a retrospective whole, whose
pattern of discord and harmony constitutes a relationship to the absolute.
The earlier, more abstract prefaces present the absolute not as it is
encountered in life, but through speculative concepts, whereas in the last
preface we are offered a ‘resolution of dissonances’ in the form of a life –
the story of Hyperion.97 Therefore, though the differing versions of the
preface may initially appear as an abandonment of Hölderlin’s attempt to
ﬁnd a language capable of representing the divine, what in fact we do see,
as an extension of the primacy of the absolute articulated in Urteil und
Sein, is a withdrawal of a subject-centred approach to the absolute, and
the emergence of one which aims to account for the absolute as it discloses
itself to us.

subjective and objective striving
Around the time Hölderlin published the ﬁnal version of Hyperion, he
also produced a series of maxims that aimed to redeﬁne the role of the
poet within this new orientation:
Altogether he [the poet] must accustom himself not to wish to achieve the whole
that he intends in the individual moments, and to bear that which is momentarily
94
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incomplete; his desire must be that he surpasses himself from one moment to the
next, to the degree and in the manner that the object requires, until ﬁnally the
main tone of the whole proﬁts. But under no circumstance should he think that he
can only surpass himself in a crescendo from weakness to strength, thus will he
become untruthful, and overstrain himself.98

The absolute and the particular moment are incompatible, as Hölderlin
explains in the fragment Das Werden im Vergehen: ‘the world of all the
worlds, the All in All, that always is, only manifests itself in all time.’99
For this reason our desire must remain unconsummated. The attempt at a
‘crescendo’, something so characteristic of Hyperion’s actions, is again to
place the self before the absolute. The great poet, Hölderlin explains, must
therefore possess an ‘elastic spirit’, which responds to the demands of the
absolute.100
Hölderlin provides an example of the dangers of subject-centred
striving in a number of poems, particularly Wie wenn am Feiertage.101
This poem focuses not just on the experience of absolute being as
manifest in intellectual intuition but also on the problems associated
with the attempt to recover a pre-judgement unity. The poem begins
with the description of a storm, which is then compared with a
Feiertag, or holiday. Both the storm and the holiday are moments that
break with the usual order and gesture to a ‘heiligem Chaos’ beyond
the everyday.102 This awareness kindles ﬁre in the souls of poets, but it
also places them in danger. The poem compares their fate to that of
Semele, who conceived Dionysus by the incognito Zeus. Having
learned of her lover’s identity, she demanded that Zeus reveal himself,
his thunderbolts killing her and making her child immortal. Hölderlin
describes poets as having to walk dangerously hatless ‘unter Gottes
Gewittern [under God’s thunder-storms]’, their creations making the
drinking of the ‘himmlisches Feuer [heavenly ﬁre]’ safe for man.103
Like Semele, poets may give birth to divine creations, though their fate
may be that of Dionysus’ mother. The poem goes on to realise this
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impossibility of a poetic ‘crescendo’, when in his meeting the divine,
the poet breaks off in mid-sentence:
Des Gottes, wenn er nahet, das Herz doch fest.
Doch weh mir! wenn von
Weh mir!104

As articulated in Urteil und Sein, self-consciousness is possible only
through the original division of subject and object. However, this division
is also responsible for separating the self from its sense of being. The only
way the self can return to it is through overcoming the I, that is, through
self-annihilation. The warning that Hölderlin makes here is not simply a
call to avoid what is beyond human comprehension, but that continued
attempts to articulate the divine on one’s own terms will lead to the same
end as Semele’s.
Following the insights expressed in works like Hyperion and Feiertag,
the striving that was previously so closely identiﬁed with the subjective
activity of the individual is placed within a wider context, as something
individuals participate in:
more and more I see the same basic character, the same fate in all aspects of their
activity and characters. In fact, this striving, this giving up of a certain present for
an uncertainty, another, a better and ever better I see as the original ground of
everything the people around me work at and do.105

Striving is not something that we initiate purely ourselves. Rather, ‘the
artistic and creative impulse with all its modiﬁcations and varieties is
actually a service human beings do unto nature . . . all the meandering
streams of human activity run into the ocean of nature, just as they begin
from it.’106 Hölderlin offers a similar image in the conclusion to
Hyperion: ‘Like the disputes of lovers are the dissonances of the world.
Reconciliation is there, even in the midst of strife, and all that is parted
ﬁnds itself united again. The arteries separate and return to the heart and
all is one eternal glowing life.’107 In these two images, one in which we are
active, the other passive, dissonance and reconciliation are part of the
same uniﬁed process that returns to an ‘original ground’. Individuals may
participate in the life of nature, but by acknowledging this participation,
they realise the reality of absolute being beyond the compass of their own
104
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comprehension: ‘the art and activity of humans, however much it has
already achieved and can achieve, cannot produce life, cannot itself create
the original material it transforms and works on; it can develop creative
energy, but the energy itself is eternal and not the work of human
hands.’108 In this way Hölderlin’s concept of striving is similar to
Schlegel’s notion of a progressive universal Poesie.
For Hölderlin, the function of philosophy, poetics and religion is to
make us aware of our striving and allow us knowingly to participate in it:
To show this path, which people for the most part go down blindly, often annoyed
and with disgust and all too often in base and ignoble fashion, to show it to them
so that they may go down it with eyes wide open, joyfully and nobly, that is the
job of philosophy, art and religion, which themselves proceed from this creative
impulse.109

Hölderlin then explains how each of these disciplines demonstrates and
allows for our participation in the process of striving already active
around and in us. Philosophy, he explains, makes its implicit activity
explicit, bringing the impulse into consciousness and showing it its inﬁnite
object in the ideal, thereby strengthening and clarifying it.110 ‘Art’, he
continues, ‘presents the impulse with its inﬁnite object in a living image, in
a higher world of representation.’111 This ‘living image’, Hölderlin will go
on to explain in Über die Verfahrungsweise des poetischen Geistes, allows
the absolute to become ‘spiritually sensuous’ to us.112 Finally, the third
and ﬁnal element, religion, places individuals within the context of an
‘inﬁnite system’, giving them a modesty and piety toward all of nature and
making them aware of the limits of their own art.113 Individuals may
participate in the life of nature, but by acknowledging this participation,
they realise the sustaining absolute beyond all subjective activity.
According to Hölderlin, these three disciplines must operate together
by both complementing and limiting one another. Philosophy alone offers
only empty abstraction, art alone yields to vanity, and religion alone
succumbs to dogmatism. Philosophy’s abstraction may be tempered by
art’s sensuous image, which religion can then make us conscious of in its
original form in nature. Equally, artistic egoism is reined in by the
discipline of philosophy and the universals that religion demonstrates to
be present in nature. Finally, religious dogmatism is made impossible by
the inﬁnite nature of its object, which philosophy can illustrate without
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historical revelation, and art can minister to without authority. This
mutual limitation maintains the openness of striving toward the absolute.

dissolution and consummation
The key insight that arises from Hölderlin’s shift to the primacy of the
absolute is his recognition of the importance of dissolution, which he
then develops in Hyperion. From the earlier standpoint of subjective
idealism, striving appears as a self-instituted creative process of
becoming. However, in the fragment Das Werden im Vergehen, Hölderlin explains not only that this process occurs independently of us
but that it is equally characterised by both becoming and dissolution.
Indeed, our own conscious striving is our erotic reaction to the recognition of the absence of something we desire to be present. Most
important is the insight that in the moment of dissolution, that which
we seek through knowing its absence discloses itself as the possibility
of everything that is not present to us: ‘In the state between being and
not-being the possible everywhere becomes real, and the real ideal, and
in free artistic imitation this is a terrible, but divine dream.’114 The
terror that Hölderlin describes arises from the fact that it is only
through the reproduction of this moment of destruction that poetry
can create a language that is able to make the divine present. In this
moment of dissolution, the ‘divine dream’, a representation of the
absolute appears to us, when everything that is not-being joins everything that is being.
This concept of dissolution as revelation receives its fullest articulation
in Über die Verfahrungsweise des poetischen Geistes, one of Hölderlin’s
most sustained elaborations of his poetical-metaphysical theory and also
one of the most prolix and labyrinthine prose fragments of the entire
oeuvre. The poetic moment of dissolution constitutes ‘the grounding and
meaning of the poem’, which, beyond any aesthetic representation or
philosophical idea, endows it with ‘its seriousness, its ﬁrmness, its
truth’.115 Hölderlin continues:
This is the spiritually sensuous, the formally material quality of the poem . . .
marked by the fact that it is everywhere opposed to itself: that it divides everything
united, instead of the spirit’s reconciling everything that is formally opposed, ﬁxes
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everything that is free, generalises everything particular, because according to the
meaning what is treated is not simply an individual whole, nor a whole united into
a whole in connection with its own harmonious opposition, but a whole . . .116

We can understand Hölderlin’s language of the ‘spiritually sensuous’ as
the incarnation of the absolute, a seemingly impossible state characterised
by what he calls the ‘hyperbolic procedure’, that is, by a constant going
beyond itself.117 He writes: ‘The pure [i.e. the transcendent absolute],
grasped in each speciﬁc mood, conﬂicts with the organ [i.e. the ﬁnite] in
which it is grasped.’118 However, Hölderlin explains that ‘the mediatory
link between the spirit and the sign’ is achieved in the rhythmic ‘transition
from the pure to this thing which must be discovered, and so back from
this to the pure’.119 Accordingly, pure being is not contained in the matter
of the poem, nor in the words that make it up, nor in the concept of being
itself (which is also a product of ﬁnitude), but in the failure of all of these.
In this way, through the hyperbolic procedure, the poem generates the
‘point of opposition and union, and that in this point the spirit in
its infinity is perceptible’.120
The active dissolution that makes this poetic moment possible is featured in many of Hölderlin’s later poems, particularly Brot und Wein.
The poem begins by contrasting the sensate religion of the ancient Greeks,
in which the divine was present, with the contemporary landscape, characterised by the darkness of night and the absence of the divine. The
darkness, however, is not one that permits sleep. Instead it is agitated,
pregnant with an unrealised possibility:
Daß im Finstern für uns einiges Haltbare sei,
Uns die Vergessenheit und das Heiligtrunkene gönnen,
Gönnen das Wort, das, wie die Liebenden, sei,
Schlummerlos, und vollern Pokal und kühneres Leben,
Heilig Gedächtnis auch, wachend zu bleiben bei Nacht.121

A possibility endures that both uniﬁes and reﬂects the catalogue of images
that Hölderlin offers in this strophe: in the mixture of ‘Vergessenheit
[forgetting]’ with ‘Heiligtrunkene [holy intoxication]’ that keeps us awake
at night, in the inﬁnite possibility present in night’s dissolution, in the
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notion of the ‘strömende Wort [ﬂowing word]’, in the erotic evocation of
the sleepless lovers, and in the Eucharistic image of the ‘vollern Pokal [full
cup]’. Later in the poem, Hölderlin lists images of absence: a withered
Athens and Thebes, an Olympia with no games, and silent theatres,
without holy dance or drama. To his he adds a Christ-like image:
Als erschienen zuletzt ein stiller Genius, himmlisch
Tröstend, welcher des Tags Ende verkündet’ und schwand,
Ließ zum Zeichen, daß einst er da gewesen und wieder
Käme, der himmlische Chor einige Gaben zurük.122

Though we learn these gifts are the Eucharistic elements of bread and
wine, the role of the heavenly choir in these lines intentionally complicates
their meaning in a way that allows Hölderlin to conﬂate the Greek and
Christian traditions. He continues:
Darum denken wir auch dabei der Himmlischen, die sonst
Da gewesen und die kehren in richtiger Zeit,
Darum singen sie auch mit Ernst die Sänger den Weingott
Und nicht eitel erdacht tönet dem Alten das Lob.123

Here, the memorial of the Christian Eucharist and the ruins of Greek
religion are brought together and, like the night, are equally charged as
pregnant absence. Yet they are more than just symbols of dissolution.
They, like the poem, are hyperbolic, going beyond themselves and
returning to themselves, and as with Christian transubstantiation and
Greek entheos, they make the divine present.
Über die Verfahrungsweise des poetischen Geistes is not straightforwardly a work of speculative prose. Instead, the nature of the syntax
which Hölderlin employs replicates the hyperbolic striving of the poetic
spirit in a dithyrambic form. The sentences that make up the text last for
hundreds of words, describing and demonstrating the rhythmic oscillation of subject–object–subject, extending themselves to the breaking point
of both syntax and logic. In this way, the form replicates the message of
the ﬁnal preface of Hyperion, that no conceptual apparatus invented by
the subject can replicate the lived experience of encountering the
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transcendent absolute through the course of time. Where speculation
seems to falter, however, the form of the text does suggest the shape that
a poetic response ought to take.
The dithyramb had its origin in the performance of the Dionysian
chorus, which sang and danced in a circle, reversing direction with
alternating strophes in a movement not unlike that of Hölderlin’s poetic
spirit. According to Aristotle in the Poetics, the dithyramb had its origin
in tragedy.124 Its style was then developed by Pindar, and later emulated
in German by Schiller and Herder. In Das Werden im Vergehen, which
also employs dithyrambic prose, Hölderlin argues that the form that best
exempliﬁes the process wherein ‘the possible, which steps into reality, as
reality itself dissolves ’ is the ‘everlasting creative quality [immerwährendschöpferische]’ of tragic language.125 Hölderlin made his own
attempt at writing a tragedy with his Der Tod des Empedokles, which
remained unﬁnished. Instead, he turned his attention to translating
Sophocles’ Oedipus the King and Antigone, which he eventually published in 1804.
Hölderlin begins his Anmerkungen zum Oedipus, written to accompany his translation, by stating: ‘It would be good to secure our poets
the means of existence in society, while if we also, taking account of the
differences in the times and conditions, were to elevate poetry to the
μηχανη of the ancients.’126 This mechane was the tragic, which we may
see as a further heightening of the objective aim of the elegiac tone of
Hyperion and the poetry that followed it:
The presentation of the tragic rests chieﬂy on the fact of the enormity of God and
man coupling, and the power of nature becoming boundlessly one with man’s
innermost being in rage, thereby comprehends itself; that the inﬁnite one puriﬁes
itself through the inﬁnite separation.127

To comprehend either nature or man uniting with God is to comprehend
annihilation. The scribe is the tragedian, particularly Sophocles, whose
good will is to show us that the unity of ‘inﬁnite uniﬁcation’ is something
that is puriﬁed through its separation from us, in its dissolution, and not
through our knowing it. The function of the tragic is to manifest this in its
characteristic ‘ever-oppositional dialogue’, particularly in what Hölderlin
sees as the mutually cancelling opposition of the dialogue and chorus.128
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In the Oedipus this action has the power to ‘tear the souls of the listeners’.129 Hölderlin continues: ‘In such a moment man forgets himself and
the God, and in a holy manner, of course, turns himself around like a
betrayer. – In the most extreme boundaries of suffering exists nothing
more than the conditions of time and space.’130 This is the highest state of
absence a human may experience without self-annihilation. We are, at
our most basic, bound by these two ﬁnite restrictions. They are what
fundamentally separate us from the absolute. If we can be reduced to
nothing but time and space, then everything but escaping these is possible.
This was Hölderlin’s assertion in Das Werden im Vergehen, that everything is possible in the moment of dissolution. This is both the ‘terror’ and
the ‘divine dream’ that Hölderlin alludes to, now illustrated in the height
of tragic absence. The terror is that at this moment, Hölderlin explains,
not only does man forget himself, but so does God, in a moment of
‘categorical reversal [kategorischen Umkehr]’.131 In this moment man
cannot differentiate himself from God, nor God from man, because in
this moment, for both, everything is possible. However, in the ‘divine
dream’, inﬁnite possibility as the real ideal remains a constant reality for
God, while for the individual, transported here by tragic poetry, it lasts
only so long as the poetic moment can sustain itself.
Hölderlin conceived of his age as one without a language for religion, yet
equally he saw it as on the cusp of a new age of revelation. His central
ideas – that the realist absolute had ontological priority, that the active
idealist self was central to its recognition, that the absolute is revealed in
both becoming and dissolution, that all reality participates in this process
as striving, and that individuals may choose actively to participate in it
through the hyperbolic procedure embodied in aesthetics – allowed him
to construct his response to the challenge of the Dichterberuf. Much of
Hölderlin’s work is characterised by a desire for divine presence and an
awareness of its overwhelming transcendence. In one of the central
strophes of his later hymn Friedensfeier, which anticipates a celebration
that will unite gods and humans, Hölderlin writes:
Denn längst war der zum Herrn der Zeit zu groß
Und weit aus reichte sein Feld, wann hats ihn aber erschöpfet?
Einmal mag aber ein Gott auch Tagewerk erwählen,
Gleich Sterblichen und teilen alles Schicksal.
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Schicksalgesetz ist dies, daß Alle sich erfahren,
Daß, wenn die Stille kehrt, auch eine Sprache sei.
Wo aber wirkt der Geist, sind wir auch mit, und streiten,
Was wohl das Beste sei. So dünkt mir jetzt das Beste,
Wenn nun vollendet sein Bild und fertig ist der Meister,
Und selbst verklärt davon aus seiner Werkstatt tritt,
Der stille Gott der Zeit und nur der Liebe Gesetz,
Das schönausgleichende gilt von hier an bis zum Himmel.132

According to Hölderlin, for too long the divine has been restricted by
abstraction, and thereby obstructed from participation, leaving the age of
immanence in silence. But as Friedensfeier points out, silence and absence
are always pregnant with divine presence, and human creativity returns to
a grammar of participation. In the Dichterberuf Hölderlin describes how
the overwhelming fullness of pure divinity presents itself as absence to the
poet because there is no language to mediate the transcendent realist
absolute. However, ‘Gottes Fehl hilft [God’s absence helps]’, awakening
us to eros and our poetic vocation.133 Regardless of where we stand in
relation to this struggle, as the Friedensfeier articulates, the law of love,
which determines all human striving, resolves all difference, and always
prevails from here up to heaven.
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12
Novalis
The Desire to Be at Home in the World

the hope of present chaos
In August of 1799, Novalis made a two-day visit to Dresden in the
company of the Schlegels and Schelling. There he saw Raphael’s La
Madonna di San Sisto (The Sistine Madonna, 1512). The work had been
celebrated by Vasari, Winckelmann and Goethe, and would go on to have
a lasting affect on other visitors, including Wagner, Nietzsche and
Dostoyevsky.1 For Novalis, Raphael’s work was a representative of the
ideal unity of a past Christian age, standing in sharp contrast to the
historical events arising in France and shaping Europe at the close of
the century. The same year that Novalis visited Dresden, Napoleon
deposed the Directoire in Paris. His troops had already conquered Rome,
forcing the longest serving Pope, Pius VI, into exile where he died, leaving
the Roman Church with no immediate means of electing a successor. For
Novalis, Europe had fallen away from a uniﬁed Christendom, to arrive at
the chaos in which it now found itself. However, from this chaos a new
unity would arise, whose possibility was betokened by the publication of
Schleiermacher’s Über die Religion. Novalis’ visit to see the La Madonna
di San Sisto, the revolutionary political events of the day, and Schleiermacher’s publication; all induced him to write Christenheit oder Europa
(Christianity or Europe, 1799), which aimed to present a vision of the
new unity which he believed would arise from the present chaos.
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Unlike Schleiermacher’s text, which was warmly received by the
Romantic circle, Novalis’ essay provoked a negative response, Schelling
even seeing ﬁt to write a parody of it.2 In the work, one encounters a
resplendent mediaeval idyll, its decline into modernity, and a millenarian
vision of the future Christian renewal of Europe. As such, the essay can
appear as the work of a naïve ultramontane Catholic, whose reactionary
views would have the gains of the Enlightenment and the revolutionary
age reversed, with power turned over to none other than the hated Jesuits,
which the Catholic Church itself had suppressed in 1773.3 The essay’s
opening lines read: ‘Those were beautiful, sparkling times, when Europe
was a Christian land, where one Christendom inhabited this civilised part
of the world; a great common interest connected the most remote provinces of this vast spiritual empire.’4 The work goes on to offer a description of the unity of mediaeval Christendom, a world of transcendence and
methexis where the divine permeated all aspects of immanent life; the cult
of saints, with its shrines and relics, provided a physical connection to the
non-physical real ideas that existed beyond and structured earthly life. In
this world, the goodness and omnipotence of God were revealed in art,
incense and sacred music, rather than through philosophical abstraction.5
According to Novalis, this gave the church and its head the power to resist
the ‘impudent development of human faculties at the expense of the sense
for the divine, and untimely and dangerous discoveries in the realm of
human knowledge’.6 For Novalis, this was a beneﬁcent, protective
church, which understood that this unity could be too easily divided into
transcendent and immanent realms, that language could swiftly be instrumentalised for the latter rather than left open to the former, that people
would thoughtlessly ‘prefer ﬁnite knowledge to an inﬁnite faith, and that
they would grow accustomed to despising all that is great and miraculous,
and regard it as the effect of dead laws’.7
Yet what Novalis longed for was not a simple return to this ideal
past but to reinstitute the unity it embodied anew in the present age.
This new unity would have to take account of both a transcendent
sacred past and an immanent secular present, raising both to a higher
unity. Novalis famously wrote, ‘We seek everywhere the absolute
2
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[Unbedingte], and always ﬁnd only things [Dinge].’8 The realist ontology of methexis was deﬁnitive of the mediaeval world Novalis
describes. Through it the divine was present in all things, meaning that
the human longing for absolute and unconditioned was addressed by
its presence in all conditioned things. With the collapse of metaphysics,
a sense of nostalgia (Heimweh) for the lost absolute begins, according
to Novalis, to characterise our place in the world, leading to the
development of contemporary philosophy: ‘Philosophy is really a
homesickness [Heimweh] – the drive to be at home everywhere in the
world. ’9 Novalis’ aim was to overcome this alienation, and once again
make us feel at home in the world of immanence by re-introducing it to
transcendence.
Christenheit oder Europa describes how the catholic unity of Europe
succumbed to the pressures of commercialism, destructive war and internecine schism.10 Though the Reformation rightly protested the tyranny of
a debased church that clung to power without purpose, Novalis criticises
it for divorcing itself from the unity that was the only possible means for
spiritual rebirth. In losing unity, it left itself open to being coopted by the
princes and their political designs, leaving Catholics and Protestants
further apart from one another than from Moslems and pagans.11 Similarly he censures the Enlightenment for its delusive self-conﬁdence and
obsolete belief in a righteous rebellion against a church already dispossessed of its intellectual authority. The enlightened hatred of religion only
served to divide faith from knowledge, when what was necessary was
their reuniﬁcation.12 Together both the Reformation and the Enlightenment had impoverished humanity, depriving it from a sense of being at
home in the world: the reformers introduced a deadening philology which
granted scripture a universal authority alien to its purpose, and leaving
the art it inspired to suffer in sympathy.13 Equally, the Enlightenment
allowed Europeans to grow more accustomed to the splendid discoveries
of the sciences, leaving nature to look increasingly barren and mechanical.14 In lines that echo the ‘entgötterte Natur’ of Schiller, Novalis
describes a world that ‘made the inﬁnite creative music of the universe
into the monotonous clattering of a gigantic mill – a mill in itself driven by
and swimming in the stream of chance, without architect or miller, a
genuine perpetual motion machine, a self-milling mill’.15 In this world
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‘God became an idle spectator’16 and religion ‘was given a new more
rational and common meaning, by washing away from it everything that
was miraculous and mysterious . . . reﬁning it into a domestic and bourgeois painting of family and morals’.17
Yet this decline, according to Novalis, was part of a cycle of growth,
decay and renewal. Indeed, the events that seemed to be arrayed against
religion’s survival were, in reality, the most promising signs of its regeneration: ‘True anarchy is the generative element of religion. From the
destruction of all that is positive it raises upwards its glorious head as
the founder of a new world.’18 In this realm of possibility, the Germanspeaking peoples had a distinctive role to play: ‘While [other countries]
are occupied with war, speculation and the spirit of partisanship, the
German educates himself with all diligence to be a member of a higher
epoch of civilization’.19 In this capacity, Novalis has his fellow Romantics
in mind, particularly Schleiermacher, the ‘veil-maker’, who has woven a
new veil for the saints.20 The beneﬁt of his present age, writes Novalis,
was its historical perspective, which was able ‘to recognise in those
wonderful follies remarkable crystallisations of historical matter’.21 Both
mediaeval Christianity and the scientiﬁc Enlightenment have proven their
legitimacy, but also exhausted themselves in the process of history. Any
new religion, Novalis continues, will have to combine the two, and this is
the task of the Romantics: ‘to return the sacredness of nature, the inﬁnitude of the art, the necessity of knowledge, the respect of the mundane,
and the omnipresence of the truly historical’.22
Only through what Novalis would come to call the activity of poeticisation will a warring continent, characterised by the battles being fought
not just between nations but between intellectual camps, be healed. Only
through the higher unity that poetry can offer will these opposing sides,
moved by sacred music, step back before their past alters.23 Novalis offers
a three-fold vision of this new reconciling Christianity, now capable of
achieving a greater unity than it ever did before:
Christianity has a three-fold form: One is the generative element of religion, as the
joy in all religion. Another is mediation in general, the belief in the capacity of all
earthly things to be the wine and bread of eternal life. Lastly, faith in Christ, his
mother and all the saints. Choose whichever you like. Choose all three. It is the
same: you are then Christians, members of a single eternal, ineffably happy
community.24
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In this description, Novalis articulates a newly universal Christianity, its
three elements working independently or together, offering ‘a new
messiah . . . visible to the believer in countless forms: consumed as bread
and wine, embraced as a lover, breathed as air, heard as word and
song’.25 Novalis would develop this position ﬁrst through his engagement
with philosophy in the Fichte Studien (Fichte Studies, 1795–96) and Das
Allgemeine Brouillon (Notes for a Romantic Encyclopedia, 1798/99),
where he would work to bring together the insights of both immanent
idealism and transcendent realism in the higher unifying principle of
divinity. In doing so, he would come to see that the abstraction and
instrumentalisation of language obstructed our ability to perceive this
unity and that the language of aesthetics offered the means to articulate
his vision of a new Christianity, restoring the divine participation that
characterised the mediaeval unity of Christenheit oder Europa. This
would be explored and developed in his great poetical works Hymnen
an die Nacht (Hymns to the Night, 1799/1800), Die Lehrlinge zu Sais
(The Novices of Sais, 1802) and Heinrich von Ofterdingen (1802).
Georg Philipp Friedrich von Hardenberg, better known by his pen
name Novalis, was born in 1772 at Oberwiederstedt into a Protestant
noble family. Novalis’ father, Hennrich Ulrich Erasmus von Hardenberg,
was a Pietist, member of the Moravian Brethern and manager of a local
salt mine. At the age of seventeen Novalis met the celebrated ballad-writer
Gottfried August Bürger, who inspired the young Novalis’ earliest poetical works. After a number of years of private tutoring, Novalis entered
university, matriculating at the University of Jena in 1790 to study law.
There he attended the lectures of Reinhold and Schiller, being inﬂuenced
by both, and becoming a junior friend to the latter. His father, hoping his
son would re-focus his studies on an administrative career, had him
transfer to the University of Leipzig, where instead he met Friedrich
Schlegel and formed a lasting, if not always harmonious friendship.
Schlegel would later pay Novalis the compliment of saying he embodied
the Romantic ideal: ‘it is in your spirit that poetry and philosophy have
interpenetrated intimately.’26
Novalis ﬁnished his university career at Wittenberg, passing his ﬁnal
exams in 1794. Working for the Prussian civil service that same year he
met and fell in love with Sophie von Kühn, to whom he became engaged the
following year. Her death due to tuberculosis in 1797 was a life-changing
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event for Novalis. Later that same year, he went to the Mining Academy
of Freiberg (Saxony), where he applied himself widely to the sciences,
exploring medicine, biology and geology, in addition to his philosophical
and religious interests. Eventually he took up an administrative position
at the salt mines in Wießenfals, and became engaged for a second time
to Julie von Charpentier. During this time he became increasingly
ill, dying of the same ailment that took his beloved Sophie in 1801.
Throughout his life, Novalis was known as a gifted conversationalist.
He became acquainted with many of the major intellectual ﬁgures of the
day, including – in addition to Friedrich Schlegel and Höldelrin – Goethe,
Fichte, Herder, Schiller, August Schlegel, Jean Paul, Tieck and Schelling.
Despite his death at the age of twenty-eight, Novalis left behind both a
remarkable and original literary oeuvre and a complex religious and philosophical legacy concerning aesthetics, subjectivity and self-consciousness,
epistemology, moral theory and political philosophy.

fichte and the problem with knowledge
Like both Schlegel and Hölderlin, Novalis engaged in a productive critical
relationship with Fichte’s early philosophy. However, unlike his fellow
Romantics his criticism was sharper, recognising a certain peril present in
his writing: ‘Fichte is the most dangerous of all thinkers that I know. He
powerfully brings one into his circle.’27 This caution was in part due to
the context in which he encountered the philosopher: ﬁrst through his
friend Schlegel’s already critical engagement with the Wissenschaftslehre,
and then, in May of 1795, when he met Fichte in person, along with
Hölderlin, at the home of Niethammer, an established critic of Fichte’s
perceived foundationalism. Notably, Novalis recorded that at this meeting concerns with religion and revelation occupied the conversation, as
opposed to an abstract consideration of ﬁrst principles.28 It was only on
taking up an administrative post in the Saxon government in the autumn
of 1795 that Novalis would undertake a sustained engagement with
Fichte’s philosophy.29 During this time, between the completing of his
degree at Leipzig and his further studies at the Freiberg Mining Academy,
Novalis produced several philosophical notebooks that have collectively
come to be referred to as the Fichte Studien. In content, they range far
beyond the consideration of Fichte, critically engaging with many of the
27
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important intellectual concerns of the day. Eventually, some of the
insights these notebooks recorded were published as Blütenstaub, a collection of fragments that appeared in 1798 in the Romantic journal
Athenäum.30 In the Studien we ﬁnd many of the intellectual insights that
would inform Novalis’ development, revealing his constructive and critical relationship with post-Kantian idealism.31
Novalis’ challenges to Fichte’s philosophy are similar to those of
Schlegel and Hölderlin. Foremost, he objects to the perceived
foundationalism of the ‘I’ in the Wissenschaftslehre, asking: ‘Has Fichte
not too arbitrarily put everything into the “I”?’32 Novalis maintains that
the ‘I’ requires the ‘not-I’: ‘The action wherein the “I” posits itself as “I”
must correspond with the antithesis of an independent “not-I” and of the
relationship to a sphere that encompasses them – this sphere one can call
God and I.’33 This, however, generates a paradoxical formulation: ‘Consciousness is a being outside of being in being.’34 That is, consciousness
locates the self within being, but by conceptualising being, also renders
itself outside being. To address this, Novalis turns to feeling; all knowledge, he reasons, is determined, that is, conceptualised through
judgement.35 However, as Jacobi had argued, prior to judgement, we
have a pre-conceptual relationship to existence, which is not knowledge,
but feeling. Consequently, the feeling of absolute being which we have
remains non-conceptual, and therefore is not knowledge. This allows
Novalis to arrive at what he sees as the non-paradoxical formulation that
‘Consciousness is consequently an image of being within being.’36 However, this does not offer a solution, but rather demonstrates a larger
problem with the nature of discursive, conceptual knowledge in general.
To try to put the non-conceptual feeling of transcendent absolute being
into conceptual, and hence limited, form was an illusory statement
(Scheinsatz).37 The very concept of the transcendent absolute contains
an impossibility since determination undermined its inﬁnite,
unconditioned and indivisible nature.38 Novalis then extends this insight
to all thinking: ‘In every moment, in every appearance, the whole
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appears . . . It is all, it is everywhere; In whom we live move and will
exist.’39 However, determination abstracts whatever its subject is from its
true nature within the whole. When judgements apply concepts to subjects, determining the indeterminate, a part is made its own whole.40 Such
reasoning leads Novalis to the seemingly radical conclusion that ‘the
matter of all thought is the matter of illusion.’41
Feeling, observes Novalis, appears to operate in the opposite direction.
Whereas our conceptual judgements render the whole into a part, feeling
renders a part into the whole. Feeling, he writes, ‘must appear [scheinen]
as if it went from the limited to the unlimited’.42 Novalis offers a roughly
parallel structure between the illusion (Schein) of rational determination
and the appearance (Erscheinung) of non-conceptual feeling: rational
determination takes a whole, divides it and then problematically presents
a part as a whole in itself, whereas feeling takes a limited capacity and
presents its object as unlimited, when in reality it progresses from the
unlimited to the limited. Consequently, what Novalis says for feeling is
equally true of thought: ‘As soon as the absolute . . . appears as accident or
half appears, then it must appear inverted – the unlimited becomes limited
and vice versa.’43 This duality of inner feeling and outer knowledge
reﬂects the same duality that was manifest in the philosophies of Fichte
and Spinoza. Though Novalis’ departure point is often Fichte, Spinoza,
‘the man intoxicated with God’ as Novalis famously called him, plays an
important role in the consideration of the Fichte Studien.44 Novalis was
particularly impressed by the concept of substance unity, and the idea of
the intellectual love of God, which reminded him of the thought of the
founder of the Hernhunter Brethren, Nicolaus Zinzendorf. This love
demanded of us that we reconcile ourselves through reason with the
world, providing a counterpoint to Fichte’s ‘I’-centred revolutionary call
to change the world.45
That both the positions of Spinoza and Fichte presented themselves as
problematic immanent absolutes led Novalis to seek a position which
would transcend, and hence unite, both. To do so, he needed to ﬁnd the
point of identity, or common principle, between both, which he identiﬁed
with transcendent God: ‘Spinoza ascended as far as nature – Fichte to the
‘I’, or the person. I to the thesis God.’46 God constitutes the sphere that
contains both nature and the self.47 If we abstract everything from either
39
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nature or person in both instances, writes Novalis, we arrive at God.48 In
this regard ‘transcendence and immanence is one, only reversed [Transscendenz und Immanenz ist Eins, nur umgekehrt].’49 Like his predecessor
Nicholas of Cusa, Novalis turns to a geometric image to try to articulate
this: nature and the ‘I’ are one, explains Novalis, like two pyramids with a
single peak, or like a single line travelled on in opposing directions.50 In
this way, the systems of both Fichte and Spinoza are marked as equally
incomplete, requiring a further overarching divine principle to unify them
both. This uniﬁcation would become the aim of the Allgemeine Brouillon.

das allgemeine brouillon and a new system
of knowledge
In December of 1797, eight months after the death of Sophie, Novalis
arrived at the Freiberg Mining Academy. There, at the ﬁrst institution
dedicated to mineralogy and geology in Europe, he undertook a course of
both practical and scientiﬁc study. This would prepare him for a viable
future career, but also inspire him to undertake his most lofty project, Das
Allgemeine Brouillon, an encyclopaedia of all sciences that aimed toward
the divine synthesis of idealism and realism through a higher form of
knowing:
It seems to man as if he were in the process of a conversation, in which some kind
of unknown, spiritual being wondrously induced him to develop the most evident
thoughts. This being must be a higher being because it is placed in such a kind of
relation with himself that it cannot be a being bound to the world of
appearances . . . This higher kind of ‘I’ relates to man as man relates to nature,
or as the wise man relates to the child.
This fact does not allow itself to be explained. Each must experience it itself. It is
a higher kind of fact, which only the higher human being will come across. Man
should strive to induce it in himself.
The science that comes into existence here is the higher Wissenschaftslehre.51

This higher unifying reality requiring a higher human being necessitated
that Novalis ‘create a living scientiﬁc organon’ capable of this
heightening.52 The fundamental problem of philosophy was that it mistook the knowledge we possess for its ﬁnal form. Instead, all knowledge,
regardless of whether it has its source in the self or nature, participated
in something greater than itself. This new higher Wissenschaftslehre
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therefore had the fundamental task of both regulating knowledge toward
a systematic unity and equally demonstrating that this knowledge is
relative to the absolute, in the end accomplishing something similar to
Schlegel’s mythologisation of all knowledge, or Hölderlin’s dissolution of
all knowledge, both in relation to the transcendent absolute.53
In writing his encyclopaedia, Novalis was both reproducing and
critiquing the Enlightenment Encyclopédie (1751–80) of the French
philosophes Denis Diderot and Jean-Baptiste D’Alembert. The aim of
the Encyclopédie was to offer an alphabetical compilation of human
knowledge emphasising the individual divisions of knowledge, based on
the indubitable foundation of Enlightenment reason. Though Novalis
cites the project of the philosophes as inspiration, his ‘new view of
idealism and realism’ aimed toward the future harmonisation of all
knowledge, to demonstrate the possibility of an ‘absolute universal
science’ and the future harmonisation of knowledge.54 In this sense,
Novalis’ other main inspiration was Fichte. The goal of his Wissenschaftslehre was equally as lofty, but his idealist scope was narrow.55
Novalis criticised Fichte as well as Kant for their abstract and ‘unpoetic’
style. The language of philosophy, according to Novalis, had intrinsic
limits that only its poetic use could surpass: ‘There exists a philosophical, a critical, a mathematical, a poetical, a chemical, a historical
Wissenschaftslehre.’56 It is this idea of a ‘higher Wissenschaftslehre ’
that is behind the encyclopaedia project.57

the mathematic concept of poetic potential
Many sources informed Novalis’ exploration of the systematic structure
of all knowledge. However, his employment of both mathematics and the
Platonic tradition are of particular importance for understanding the
encyclopaedia project. In his notebooks on the ﬁrst Kritik, Novalis did
not disagree with Kant’s basic premise on the transcendental nature of
human knowledge. However, as with many of his contemporaries, he
sought to overcome the strict limitations Kant had imposed on philosophy. Novalis asked if there was not another form of ‘nonsensible
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knowledge’ in addition to the kind found in mathematics.58 According to
Kant, mathematics was able to construct images, such as a triangle,
without recourse to empirical experience.59 As such, it was in possession
of a productive capacity that was impossible for speculative metaphysics.60 In his notes on one of the mathematical textbooks he read at
Freiberg, Novalis highlighted a description of this productive capacity,
wherein mathematics does not proceed discursively, like philosophy, but
intuitively, not inferring from concepts, but constructing them.61 In a
revision of Kant’s claim that mathematics should constitute ‘the paradigm
and the means of all evidence in the other sciences’, Novalis notes that ‘the
mathematician’s procedure is not unique.’62 He describes a ‘plastic
method [Plastisirungsmethode]’ whereby mathematics makes concepts.
All philosophy and science, Novalis continues, should do likewise.63
Whereas mathematics works in ﬁgures, philosophy works with words,
which too can be sculpted, up to the point where words become like
ﬁgures to themselves: ‘ﬁgurative words [Figurenworte] . . . are the ideal
words of other thoughts or words.’64 Such ideal words are the product of
the imagination, and the result of genius.65 The ideal state is where all
words become such ﬁgurative words. It is at this point where words are
entirely self-contained, like numbers or musical notes, sounding only
themselves:
That will be a Golden Age, when all words become – ﬁgurative words – myths –
and all ﬁgures become – linguistic ﬁgures – hieroglyphs – When we learn to speak
and write ﬁgures – and learn to perfectly sculpt and make music with words.
Both arts belong together, are inseparably connected and will both become
perfected.66

The potential for each word to become an ideal ﬁgurative word constitutes the conceptual key to Novalis’ encyclopaedic understanding of
knowledge, language and poetics.
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In a separate textbook on calculus, Novalis highlights the methodology whereby language comes to be separated from this ideal.67
Novalis observes: ‘One transports, as it were, the whole into a part,
in order to better understand the nature of the part, and then indirectly the nature of the whole.’68 Whereas this method was not problematic in itself, in the context of immanent thought alone, such
abstractions were treated as concrete realities instituting a nomenclature of hypostasisation divorced form real and transcendent ideas. This
was the modern mindset that Novalis critiqued in Christenheit oder
Europa and which he saw exempliﬁed in the work of one of his
teachers at Freiburg, Abraham Gottlob Werner, a lecturer in geology
and mineralogy. Novalis made detailed notes on Werner’s system of
mineral classiﬁcation.69 These record his objection to the ‘one-sided’
and seemingly dogmatic use of external characteristics alone to classify
minerals.70 Despite being based on objective empirical observations,
Werner’s system of classiﬁcation was symptomatic of the narrow
instrumental use of immanent hypostasised language in science
divorced from the realist ideas participating in material reality, and
making things what they were. This had the effect of limiting our
understanding, giving words the status of little more than semantic
abstractions, arbitrarily assigned to things. This essentially rendered
humans deaf to the language nature already spoke: ‘It is not man alone
that speaks – the universe also speaks – everything speaks – inﬁnite
languages.’71 The consequence was to undermine the unity of knowledge by closing the possibility of a range of other means of
classiﬁcation.72
The key to overcoming the narrowing and fracturing of the sciences
was to demonstrate the mathematical potential in each word, and therefore the capacity of each subject to unify or separate from one another as
numbers do without losing their essence: ‘Counting is an analytic synthetic operation. It is the uniting of a mass. It is simultaneously a homogenisation and a heterogenization – a simultaneous comprehending and
distinguishing – in alternation.’73 When Novalis writes that ‘all science
should become mathematics,’ he is insisting on the mathematical
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potentialisation of all knowledge to be realised to a higher power toward
divine unity, or lower toward individual things.74

the platonic structure of poetic potential
Whereas mathematics provided the conceptual apparatus for Novalis in
the form of ﬁgurative words and their romantic potentialisation,
Platonism offered a heuristic metaphysical structure wherein this operation could be carried out. Novalis already had an inclination toward
Platonism, particularly through his reading of Hemsterhuis.75 However,
it was his discovery of Plotinus that was central for the development of
‘romanticization’.76 His exposure to Plotinus was not direct but mediated
through Dietrich Tiedemann’s philosophical history Geist der spekulativen Philosophie (Spirit of Speculative Philosophy, 1793).77 Novalis felt
that he could unite the divergent insights of Spinoza’s rationalism and
Fichte’s idealism by providing a transcendent ground and system for both.
In his presentation of Plotinus, Tiedemann offered a thorough outline
of the major elements of his philosophy, and additionally drew comparisons to issues in contemporary philosophy. Thus, in some instances we
ﬁnd Tiedemann favourably comparing Plotinus with the development of
idealism, emphasising the role of the mind in shaping experience, and
elsewhere less favourably with Spinoza, claiming that his philosophy
reduces objects of the sensory world to mere modiﬁcations of divinity.78
As such, Tiedemann ultimately describes Plotinus as an indecisive philosopher, oscillating between an imperfect idealism and a ﬂawed form of
realism.79 Ironically, what Tiedemann pointed out as a ﬂaw was precisely
what Novalis was searching for. In an earlier fragment, before reading
Tiedemann, Novalis says just this: ‘The abstract should be made senselike, and the sensible abstract – Opposite operations – the one will exist
and be perfected with the other. (New view of idealism and realism).’80
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Plotinus allowed Novalis to achieve this ‘new view’ through his central
concept of emanation. What is more, Tidemann’s objection that Plotinus
oscillates between Spinoistic realism and Fichtian idealism meant that his
presentation of emanation never reduced the concept to either a temporal
ideal operation or the physical unfolding of a complex unity. Rather,
emanation was understood by Novalis correctly, in terms of atemporal
ontological dependence.81
One of the key insights Novalis acquires concerns the role of the
hypostases in accounting for unity and diversity. Key to Plotinus’ thought
is the notion that unity is prior to individuality since things depend on
unity to be individual. The soul is both a many and a one according to
Plotinus.82 It allows for unity through its multiplicity of powers, such as
reason, desire and apprehension, but equally requires unity itself.83 This is
possible by the more intensive unity of the non-discursive, all-embracing
grasp of the intellect. But again, the intellect is not the ﬁrst principle of
unity because it is present to itself and thinks itself. This is the role of the
pure and simple unity of the one, which is beyond intellectual determination, but which may be spoken about from the experience we have of it
in ourselves.84 The vision of unity and multiplicity afforded by the concepts of emanation and the hypostases provided the heuristic whereby
Novalis was able to carry out his reconciliation of Spinoza and Fichte.
In a fragment from the Allgemeine Brouillon, Novalis writes, ‘Fichte
has chosen the logical schema of science for the pattern of a real human
construction and world construction. [This is] his similarity to Plotinus.’85 Here, Novalis equates the power of the Fichtian ‘I’ with that of
the Plotinian intellect. Yet, for Fichte, the intellectual intuition of the ‘I’
was the perception of oneself in the carrying out of that act in which the
I arises in the self. The problem with Fichte, according to Novalis, is the
subject-centred nature of this proposition, which was able to offer a
highest unity but failed to account for diversity. As such, the reasoning
of the idealists, according to Novalis, was incomplete. In a following
fragment, he writes, ‘Fichte does not understand the hypostasis – and
because of this lacks the other half of the creative spirit. Without ecstasy –
a captivating all-supplanting consciousness – philosophy as a whole is not
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going to go very far. [This is] (Spinoza’s goal).’86 Here, Novalis equates
Spinoza’s monism, and particularly his Amor Dei intellectualis, the intuitive union between God and man, with Plotinus’ one, and the ecstatic
desire that lifts the soul to the one. Tidemann had described Plotinus’ ﬁrst
principle as established through ecstasy.
In these fragments one can observe how Novalis is able both to see
the convergence of Spinoza and Fichte and equally to transcend the limitations of their immanent logic. This, along with the mathematical model
of potentialisation, was key to the development of his notion of
‘romanticisiation’. In a revealing fragment, Novalis writes of how Plotinus
had achieved the philosophical fruits that eluded the idealists. He writes
that Plotinus was already overwhelmingly both an idealist and a realist.
Unlike both Kant and Fichte, who remained ‘absolutely unpoetic ’, Plotinus
was capable of thinking ‘with levity and multiplicity [Leichtigkeit und
Mannigfaltigkeit]’ by understanding that both orientations of thought
arose from a common transcendent absolute ground.87 It is this insight
that Novalis puts into action through his concept of ‘romanticisiation’,
summarised in one of his most well-known fragments:
The world must be made Romantic. Thus one can ﬁnd the original meaning again.
To romanticise is nothing other than a qualitative exponentiation. In this operation, the lower self is identiﬁed with a higher self. Just as we ourselves are as such
a qualitative power series. This operation is as yet wholly unknown. By giving the
common a higher meaning, the ordinary a mysterious look, the known the dignity
of the unknown, the ﬁnite the appearance of the inﬁnite, thus I romanticise it –
The operation for the higher, unknown, mystical, inﬁnite is reversed – this will
through this connection be logarithmised – It takes on a familiar expression.
Romantic philosophy. Lingua romana. Alternating heightening and lowering.88

Novalis describes a kind of procession and return through the mathematical analogy of exponential and logarithmic functions,89 but as he says,
transposed from quantity to quality. The lower self, which we may equate
with the soul and perception, can be exponentalised and identiﬁed with a
higher self, which we may equate with the intellect and intellection. It is
not possible to be precise on Novalis’ speciﬁc source, but the well-known
86
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passage from the Enneads which describes intellection as the intelligible
paradigm in which sense perception can unfold is reﬂected in Novalis
reasoning: ‘sense perceptions are dim intellections, but the intellections
are clear sense-perceptions.’90 This is the potentialisiation of the idealist
position. Similarly, we have the reverse with Spinoza’s position, conceived
as a qualitative logarithmic function. Here in this bringing together of
mathematical and Plotinian inﬂuences, Novalis was able to transcend the
immanent ontologies of Spinoza and Fichte. Novalis’ act of
romanticisiation is not mathesis, the Cartesian quantiﬁcation of reality
characterised by identical repetition and accumulation. Rather, it is an act
of mathesis, the qualiﬁcation of reality characterised by non-identical
repetition in relation to a transcendent referent. As such, Romanticization
is not an arbitrary exercise of the will or a sentimental gratiﬁcation, but a
creative remaking of the world that allows immanent reality to reveal the
greater transcendent divine reality in which it participates. Through this
method the mundane and prosaic is re-enchanted through its elevation to
a position that demonstrates its role in the cosmic participatory play of
ﬁnite and inﬁnite, immanent and transcendent.
From his mathematical and Plotinian sources Novalis developed a
systematic understanding of knowledge consisting of an ascending hierarchy, capable of overcoming the narrow instrumentalisation of language
by science, and the immanent reasoning of modern philosophy. This was
possible through what Novalis variously called potentialisation, romanticisation, or magical realism, each of which engaged in the activity of
intellectual ascension: ‘Elevation is the most superior means that I know
to instantly avoid fatal collisions. Thus, for example, the general elevation
to nobility – the elevation of all people to genius – the elevation of all
phenomena to the state of wonder – of matter to spirit – of man to God, of
all ages to the Golden Age, etc.’91 This action, Novalis commented, ‘may
be continued up to an absolute universal science’.92 In this way we can
approximate the ‘total-science’ that existed in antiquity, which through
history, due to a lack of genius, was fractured and lost, as Novalis had
outlined in Christenheit oder Europa.93 The end of poetic potentialisation
was no less than the ‘regeneration of paradise’:94 ‘Paradise is scattered
over the entire earth, as it were, and has therefore become so unrecognisable etc. – Its dispersed features should be united – its skeleton ﬁlled
out.’95 Though this ultimate unity could never be fully attained, again it
90
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was the goal of inﬁnite approximation, as it was in the thought of Schlegel
and Hölderlin: ‘Philosophy, like the philosopher’s stone – and the
squaring of the circle etc. – a merely necessary task of the scientist – the
ideal of science in general.’96
One of the outcomes of romanticization is ‘magical idealism’, a faculty
of thought which would ultimately allow the will to engage in ‘action at a
distance’.97 Yet this ability was not one that was able to physically move
objects through the power of the mind by some occult force. Rather, the
movement Novalis describes was mental; the process of romanticization is
able to change ‘thoughts into things, and things into thoughts’,98 transforming nature into a work of art, so that it regains its inherent totality, as
Moritz and Schlegel had claimed. In doing so we return to participation in
nature, and we once more observe how nature participates in us, a process
Novalis describes in one of the most poetic passages of the Allgemeine
Brouillon:
Everything perfected does not speak itself alone – it also speaks an entire (co)
related world. Thus the veil of the eternal Virgin hovers around perfection of every
kind – dissolving under the slightest touch into a magic fragrance, to become the
heavenly chariot of the seer. It is not antiquity alone that we behold – It is heaven,
the telescope – and the ﬁxed star at the same time – and therefore a genuine
revelation of a higher world.
They are made like the beloved, through the appointed sign of a friend in the
night – as a spark through contact with a conductor – or the star via a movement
in the eye. Just as the star appears and penetrates into the telescope – just so does a
heavenly form appear in a marble ﬁgure.
With every move of perfection the work leaps from the master into far more
than the distances of space – and so with the ﬁnal move the master separates
himself from his alleged work by a chasm of thought – whose breadth he can
barely comprehend – and which only the imagination, like the shadow of a giant
intelligence, is capable of crossing. In the moment when it should have become
entirely his, it became much more than he, its creator – and he became the
unsuspecting organ and property of a higher power. The artist belongs to the
work, and not the work to the artist.99

The elusive perfection that Novalis describes in this passage, which is both
romanticised and romanticising, would later be expressed as the famous
blue ﬂower in Heinrich von Ofterdingen. Both characterise the absolute
as something at once familiar and impossible. The transcendent absolute,
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when perceived, dissolves, but in its dissolution it becomes the means by
which we may travel to the upper reaches of the celestial sphere, like the
chariot of the Phaedrus. However, this possibility is not only one of an
antique past, as the blue ﬂower demonstrates; it is equally part of the
natural world.
In the ﬁnal part of the passage, Novalis turns from nature to art and
the transcendent absolute, and the relation of art to the artist. He
describes how, at the moment the artistic object is completed, the artist
is unable to comprehend his creation in any way other than through the
imagination, as it has become a totality unto itself. As such, the artist’s
relationship to it is reversed: he belonging to the work, and not the work
to him. Here the aesthetic is the higher principle whereby unity is
achieved. The concluding lines of this passage presage the fate of the
encyclopaedic project. Novalis made his last entry in the encyclopaedia
notebooks in March of 1799. The concept of the ﬁgurative word, which
like the pure number means only itself, offered a means to liberate words
from their increasing instrumentalisation. When these ﬁgurative words
were placed within the heuristic structure offered by Platonism, words,
like nature, became ciphers for the absolute. This afforded words their
independence, but equally placed them within a participatory framework
that could be realised only through their poetic potentialisation. Accordingly, Novalis left the encyclopaedia unﬁnished to turn his attention fully
to poetic pursuits and the writing of the Hymnen an die Nacht, Die
Lehrlinge zu Sais and Heinrich von Ofterdingen, indicating his own
realisation that it was only in the language of aesthetics, and in the activity
of poetic creation, that he could approach the higher unity the Allgemeine
Brouillon sought.

the poeticization of death in hymnen an die nacht
Novalis’ Hymnen an die Nacht explores some of the main themes of the
philosophical notebooks. Published in the Athenäum in 1800, it was the
product of the three years since the death of Sophie. In the hymns, she
becomes the fulcrum for a poetical project that carries out in practice
what the Allgemeine Brouillon sought to achieve in theory: the union of
the ideal and the real, in the poem represented as life and death, in a
higher principle. The hymns explore some of the main themes of the
philosophical notebooks, but through the highly personal experiences of
Novalis’ mourning. Their particular genesis may be located in the famous
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transﬁguration of Sophie that Novalis experienced at her graveside,
recorded in the third Hymn:
Hin ﬂoh die irdische Herrlichkeit und meine Trauer mit ihr – zusammen ﬂoß die
Wehmut in eine neue, unergründliche Welt – du Nachtbegeisterung, Schlummer
des Himmels kamst über mich – die Gegend hob sich sacht empor; über der
Gegend schwebte mein entbundner, neugeborner Geist. Zur Staubwolke wurde
der Hügel – durch die Wolke sah ich die verklärten Züge der Geliebten . . . Es war
der erste, einzige Traum – und erst seitdem fühl ich ewigen, unwandelbaren
Glauben an den Himmel der Nacht und sein Licht, die Geliebte.100

This moment of erotic-mystical transﬁguration would not have been
conceptually possible were it not for the philosophical reﬂections that
preceded it. In addition to their aesthetic merit, the Hymnen develops
Novalis’ philosophical concerns. The poetical genre allows for a rhetorical inversion that makes the potentialisation of Sophie into Christ
possible. The text consists of six hymns, the ﬁrst four written in a broken
aphoristic style that combines prose and verse, carrying out the inversion
of light and darkness. These give way to the ﬁnal two hymns, written in a
more measured poetical style. While the ﬁrst section deals with a yearning
for re-uniﬁcation in death with his beloved, achieved through the rejection
of light and the embrace of darkness, the second potentialises the personal
into the universal, shifting to Christ and a world-historical context.
Initially, light is described as ‘Lebens innerste Seele [life’s inner
soul]’101 whose presence makes the wonders of the world known, and
night as ‘eine tiefe Gruft versenkt – wüst und einsam [a deep sunken
crypt – desolate and lonely]’.102 Yet upon re-evaluation Novalis counts
the light as ‘arm und kindisch [poor and childish]’, limited to the
‘Lichtes Fessel [chain of light]’, that is causation and discursive
reasoning, in comparison to the inﬁnite capacity latent in the night.
The ﬁnitude of light and the inﬁnitude of night correlate with the ‘I’ and
the transcendent absolute. Correspondingly, Novalis maintains the
ontological priority of night; it is ‘der hohen Verkündigerinn heiliger
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Welten [the higher messenger of holy worlds]’, while the realm of light
is concerned only with ‘unselige Geschäftigkeit [unholy business]’.103
While light is limited to the reach of its rays, the night permits us to see
into eternity with ‘unendlichen Augen [inﬁnite eyes]’.104 As a result, it
allows Novalis to come closer to his beloved, blurring the distinction
between self and other: ‘denn ich bin Dein und Mein [for I am yours and
mine]’.105 Eros is restored, as the grave of Sophie becomes the lover’s
bed, and the night the guardian of the lover’s erotic union. This leaves
Novalis to ask ‘Welche Wollust, welchen Genuß bietet dein Leben, die
aufwögen des Todes Entzückungen? [What lust, what pleasure does
your life offer which outweighs death’s delights?]’106 This rhetorical
inversion allows Novalis to romanticise the object of his inﬁnite passion, potentialising it from ﬁnitude toward the inﬁnite. In the night, as
the strictures of time and space fall away and Sophie’s burial mound
dissolves before him, she appears, and ‘in ihren Augen ruhte die Ewigkeit [in her eyes rested eternity]’.107
In the ﬁnal two hymns, Novalis carries the poetic process further
from the personal to the world-historical. He describes three spiritual
ages, resembling those set out in Christenheit oder Europa. The ﬁrst is a
child-like state of light, where nature is full of gods but haunted by
death. The second is an age of abstraction, where nature is lifeless and
religion withdraws into the veil of night, back into ‘der Offenbarungen
mächtiger Schloß [the mighty womb of revelation]’.108 In a third new
age, religion once again emerges as a child, born of a virgin mother ‘in
der Armuth dichterischer Hütte [in the poverty of a poetic hovel]’.109
To this implicitly Christian story, Novalis adds the strange syncretic
character of a Greek apostle who visits this Christ-like ﬁgure in Palestine and then travels to Hindustan, singing joyful songs of love and
founding a faith with a thousand branches.110 This syncretic ﬁgure
weaves together Greek, Vedic and Christian religions through Christ,
whose overcoming of death, for Novalis, redeemed the darkness of the
night from fear and the unknown. For Novalis, the darkness, as the
transcendent absolute, is the womb from which all reality emerges and
returns. In the ﬁnal hymn, ‘Longing after Death’, the only titled section
of the Hymnen and the only one written entirely in verse, Novalis
describes an echoing sound that arises from eternity:

103
108

HKA I, 133.
HKA I, 145.

104
109

Ibid.
Ibid.

105
110

106
Ibid.
HKA I, 137.
HKA I, 147.

107

HKA I, 135.

Novalis: The Desire to Be at Home in the World

207

Unendlich und geheimnisvoll
Durchströmt uns süßer Schauer –
Mir däucht, aus tiefen Fernen scholl
Ein Echo unsrer Trauer.
Die Lieben sehnen sich wohl auch
Und sandten uns der Sehnsucht Hauch.
Hinunter zu der süßen Braut,
Zu Jesus, dem Geliebten –
Getrost, die Abenddämmrung graut
Den Liebenden, Betrübten.
Ein Traum bricht unsre Banden los
Und senkt uns in des Vaters Schooß.111

As an echo, this sound is our own voice, calling us back to the place from
whence we came. Equally it is the call of loved ones who have passed into
eternity. For Novalis, in darkness grief and love are united, as they were in
the ﬁgure of Christ, the ‘süßen Braut [sweet bride]’ through whom ﬁnite
human bonds are broken, and a return to the inﬁnite is made possible. In
the Hymnen night is the gateway of grief, and dark eros leads to the
transcendent absolute. Hölderlin may begin with Sophie, but his Romanticism is not that of an adolescent death cult. Rather, as the universal
history and religion of the ﬁnal two hymns indicates, we pass from light
through the night of religion, and on to new illumination.

the journey back home: die lehrlinge zu sais
Novalis worked on Die Lehrlinge zu Sais during the Freiberg period,
probably from late in 1797 to sometime in 1800. Central to the work is
the relationship between knowledge of outer nature and inner self, and
the role language plays in the connection or estrangement of both. Illness
and his death meant he never returned to the work, leaving the text
consisting of two chapters of uneven length: the ﬁrst on the novices (die
Lehrling) introduces the characters and the idea of nature as a cipher,
while the second, on nature, outlines their education through a series of
shifting voices offering reﬂections on the human relationship with nature.
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Die Lehrlinge is not a traditional narrative work, as it lacks conventional
characterisation and plot. Instead, it largely comprises inner monologues
or dialogues whose speakers are often difﬁcult to identify. Though the
location does not play distinctive role, the setting of Sais, the antique city
in the Nile Delta, evokes a classical topos. Plutarch famously recorded
that the shrine of Athena at Sais, which he identiﬁed with Isis, carried the
inscription ‘I am all that has been, and is, and shall be; and my veil no
mortal has hitherto raised.’112 This relation of the oneness and hiddenness
of God was the subject of Schiller’s ballad Das verschleierte Bild zu Saïs
(1795), which was one of the major inﬂuences on the work in addition
to the Bildungsroman style of Goethe’s Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre
(1795–96).
The ﬁrst lines of Die Lehrlinge describe nature as a script of ciphers
(Chiffernschrift) that contain a hidden grammar (Sprachlehre).113 Novalis
suggests that our exploration of the natural world is equally an exploration of the inner self. Knowledge of the self and knowledge of nature
both have the same uniﬁed end with the inner and the outer connected by
a doctrine of signatures and correspondences that momentarily reveals
itself:
Manifold are the ways of man. He who follows and compares them will see
wonderful ﬁgures arise; ﬁgures that seem to belong to that great written cipher
that one sees everywhere: on wings, eggshells, in clouds, in the snow, in crystals
and rock formations, on freezing waters, in the inside and outside of the mountains, the plants, the animals, the people, in the lights of heaven, on scored disks of
pitch or glass, in iron ﬁlings around a magnet, and in the strange conjunctures of
chance.114

In all of these, Novalis continues, we may glimpse a key to this wondrous
script (Wunderschrift), perhaps even a glint of its grammar (Sprachlehre),
and yet these intimations of a higher language refuse to accommodate
themselves to any ﬁxed form. Only ﬂeetingly does this sense of a uniﬁed
language appear before us, and then once again everything dissolves and
swims before our eyes.
There is a tension between the freedom of this script of ciphers and our
own often instrumental, interested use of language as Novalis describes in
the fragment entitled Monolog: ‘[Language] is such a wonderful and
fruitful secret – because when one merely speaks for the sake of speaking,
112
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he pronounces the most splendid, most original truths.’115 It is only when
we wish to say something with a deﬁnite purpose, when our interest is at
stake, that language fails us, ambiguity enters, and we ﬁnd ourselves
struggling to make words contain our meaning. In doing this, we misunderstand and misuse language. Words, writes Novalis, are like mathematical formulae, they ‘make a world of their own. They play only with
themselves, express nothing but their own wondrous nature . . . Only
through their freedom are they members of nature and only in their free
movements does the world-soul manifest itself in them and make them a
tender measure and ground plan of things.’116 Just as we cannot force
numbers to be anything other than themselves, language cannot be forced
to say anything other than its original meaning without losing its signiﬁcance to contingency. If we allow the script of ciphers to speak of its own
accord, however, we are able to gain transcendent knowledge. ‘No
mortal’, says the novice, ‘can lift the veil, so we must seek to become
immortal; he who does not desire to lift it is no true novice of Sais.’117
This is possible if we allow language to speak through us: ‘the ﬁne feeling
of its application, its rhythm, its musical spirit, who hears within himself
the delicate working of its inner nature, and moves his tongue or his hand
accordingly, will be a prophet.’118 Speaking this original prophetic language is the end of the novice’s education in Die Lehrlinge.
The second part of Die Lehrlinge, entitled ‘Nature’, begins with a
comparison of the way language operates in its original form and the
way it operates when it falls away from this form: ‘It may have taken a
long time before people thought to designate the manifold objects of their
senses with a common name, and to place themselves in opposition to
them.’119 As this development was furthered, it led to the increasing
division of understanding, like light split into an ever-wider spectrum.
The ‘sickly predisposition’ of later forms of language lacks the power to
mix these colours back together in either their original form or to bring
about a new unity.120 Prior to this separation of man and nature, ideal
and real, they were one: ‘To those earlier people, everything seemed
human, familiar, and social, there was freshness and originality in all
their perceptions, each one of their utterances was a true natural breath,
and their impressions corresponded to the world around them.’121 This
shift in language and epistemology which Novalis details has no historical
speciﬁcity, yet it corresponds to the gradual decline of realist
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transcendence and the replacement of its grammar of methexis with
nominalist transcendentalism, culminating in transcendental idealism.
The consequence of this development, Novalis explains, can be seen in
the loss of the linguistic unity natural to poetry and science: ‘Natural
scientists and poets have, through speaking one language, always shown
themselves to be one people.’122 In this relationship, scientists gathered
and arranged, while poets moulded the vastness of nature into smaller
pleasing natures.123 Separated, however, both instrumentalise language
to their own ends; they lose contact with the whole and become destructive forces: ‘Under their hands friendly nature died, leaving behind only
dead, quivering remnants,’ while the poets soar to heaven, engaging in
god-like fancies, alienating themselves from the everyday, whilst squandering the fruits of their cheerfulness.124
The fracturing that results from this loss of an original language leads
Novalis to introduce a catalogue in multiple voices, of the many ways in
which nature is conceptualised. Nature is many things for many people,
from a trivial object or a simple resource – ‘a merry kitchen and
pantry’125 – to the inspiration for a religion, and the holy space of a
temple – ‘There are manifold ways of contemplating nature, and if at one
end one sees that the joy in nature becomes a merry idea and a banquet, at
the other it transforms into the most devout religion, providing a whole
life direction, attitude and meaning.’126 Overall, according to Novalis,
there are those who seek friendship with nature and those who confront it
with the aim of domination. This opposition, explains Novalis, results
from the loss of original language and its instrumentalisation to ﬁnite
immanent ends. However, amid this clamour of voices, that of a cheerful
youth intercedes to explain that through attentiveness to mood (Stimmungen) we may recover its original form. With this Novalis introduces the
fairytale of Hyacinth and Rosenblüte, whose narrative offers a transformed version of Fichte’s dialectical movement of self-positing.127 As
with the novices who must leave the temple at Sais and return to it by their
own paths, so Hyacinth has to leave all that he knows and loves in order
to come to it anew, and to truly be at home in his world.
In Christenheit oder Europa Novalis sets out three stages of history: a
youthful mediaeval unity, the decline and fracture of the Reformation and
Enlightenment, and the age of chaos out of which will arise a newly
universal form of Christianity. Here in Die Lehrlinge Novalis repeats this
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three-stage history on the level of the individual, who through this threepart process is brought back by way of a world of fractured language to a
state of chaos that frees him to creative contemplation:
The thinking man returns to the original function of his existence, to creative
consideration, back to that point where production and knowledge were in the
most wonderful union of exchange, to that creative moment of true enjoyment of
the inner self-conception. If he immerses himself completely into the contemplation of this primary phenomenon, so unfolds before him in newly emerging times
and spaces, like an unending drama, the entire creation history of nature, and
every ﬁxed point that sets the inﬁnite ﬂuidity becomes for him a new revelation of
the genius of love, a new bond between the Thou and the I.128

In this act of creative contemplation, we ‘allow nature to be born
inwardly in its full series’.129 For Novalis, it is in this moment, when
language has been made poetically free, that the unity of idealism and
realism is achieved.

to be at home in the world
The late poem, simply titled Das Gedicht (The Poem, 1799), consists of
eight strophes. The initial four provide a description of the present. In the
ﬁrst, nature longs for the recognition of its sublimity. In the second, what
seems a great, empty, dimly lit church stands abandoned, and in the third,
a silent text proclaims a renewed future. Finally, the reader is asked to
draw near, and await a promised prophecy:
Himmlisches Leben im blauen Gewande
Stiller Wunsch in blassem Schein –
Flüchtig gräbt in bunten Sande
Sie den Zug des Namens ein –
Unter hohen festen Bogen
Nur von Lampenlicht erhellt
Liegt, seitdem der Geist entﬂogen
Nun das Heiligste der Welt.
Leise kündet beßre Tage
Ein verlornes Blatt uns an
Und wir sehn der alten Sage
Mächtige Augen aufgetan.
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Naht euch stumm dem ernsten Tore,
Harrt auf seinen Flügelschlag
Und vernehmt herab vom Chore
Wo weissagend der Marmor lag.130

After this description of a pregnant present, the poem swiftly shifts to the
past tense, recalling a time, either antique or mediaeval, and the colourful
festival of the ﬂower princess. However, almost as soon as she appears
and is greeted, she disappears. Our poetic vocation, according to Novalis,
is to recover our ability to read into our immanent present these transcendent signs from the past. The divine speaks to us through ciphers in
the sand and lost leaves that proclaim better days. For Novalis, when
poetry frees us once again to read these leaves, we will re-enter the
churches and light their lamps, and once again approach the marble altar
and hear the choir sing. This vision of religion renewed is yet to come for
Novalis, but its presence is already with us, and a renewed language, the
language of poetry, will give it voice.
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HKA I, 409–10 (ll. 1–16). ‘Divine existence robed in blue / Silent yearning in the pale
glimmer – / Into the colourful sand ﬂeetingly / she traces the lines of the Name – / Beneath
soaring, strong arches / Lit by only a lamp / Long since abandoned by spirit / now lies the
holiest of this world. / Silently a lost leaf proclaims / better days ahead / And we see the
old tale’s / great eyes opened. / Silently draw near to the sombre gate, / Await his beating
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in the ruined church
Caspar David Friedrich is often held up as the consummate Romantic
artist. Celebrated paintings such as Der Mönch am Meer (Monk by the
Sea, 1808–10), Der Wanderer über dem Nebelmeer (Rambler above the
Sea of Fog, 1810) and Mann und Frau in Betrachtung des Mondes (Man
and Woman in Contemplation of the Moon, 1824) are visual depictions
of the Romantic’s pursuit of the desired unity between subject and object,
ﬁnite and absolute, immanence and transcendence. In these paintings, his
hallmark Rückenﬁguren look away from the viewer and into the distance,
communicating the action that was the Romantic movement’s end – the
union of idealism and realism. Yet another prominent motif through
Friedrich’s work is that of the ruin. In a sketch, perhaps the study for
an unrealised intention, Friedrich transforms the Jacobikirche in his
native Greifswald into a ruin.1 As the viewer, we are situated in the nave,
looking toward the altar directly in front of us. Almost the entirety of the
roof is missing, leaving the columns that run the length of the church
pointing heavenward, their abaci now supporting only the wild plants
that grow from them. Somewhat incongruous with the rest of the ruination is the state of the apse, whose roof remains intact and from which
the ﬁgure of the cruciﬁed Christ is suspended. Christ’s head leans slightly
to the left, as if to make eye contact with one of the two Rückenﬁguren
who stand below and to the side, surveying the ruin (see ﬁgure).
1

Matthew Hargraves and Rachael Sloan, A Dialogue with Nature: Romantic Landscapes
from Britain and Germany (London: Holberton, 2014), 46–47.
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Caspar David Friedrich, The Jakobikirche in Greifswald as a Ruin, c. 1817, the
Morgan Library and Museum, Thaw Collection, 1996.149.

Friedrich’s ruined church could be understood as a representation of
the state of religion, depicting it as a crumbling institution. Yet while it is
undoubtedly a comment on religion, to interpret the ruin so simply does
not do justice to the Romantic project it represents. This study began with
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Schiller’s description of disenchanted nature, the departure of Venus, and
then the return of Eros as the Romantic desire to re-enchant. For Romanticism the old language of transcendence, the language of the institutes of
religion, was indeed in ruins, but this ruination betokened the renewal of
religion. Friedrich’s ruination of the intact church does in pen and ink
what the three Romantics considered in the foregoing achieve with words.
Through it, he brings transience to the seemingly permanent grammar of
transcendence and, in doing so, makes possible the return of transcendence to immanence through the renewal of the language that embodies it.
The roof opened to the sky, and the columns pointing heavenward,
gesture toward the mythological abode of the transcendent absolute. By
rendering the church momentarily porous, the institutional language that
had lost its meaning gives way to the transcendent beyond it, and the
aporia of transcendence and immanence is overcome. For Schlegel, this
act is achieved in the free mythologisiation of all systems and forms of
knowledge. In the thought of Hölderlin, we see it accomplished in the
tragic moment of dissolution. Finally, for Novalis it is brought about
through the romanticization of all ﬁnite reality. For each this moment
brings about transcendent renewal through a renewed sense of the
absolute that calls forth a creative, aesthetic response.
The moment of ruination and the possibility of creative renewal
respond to a question central in the study of religion – the deﬁnition of
religion itself. Consequently, this study does not seek to test the confessional commitment of the Romantic thinkers engaged in the process of
renewing the categories by which one might wish to judge them. After the
Reformation a tradition developed whereby religion was classiﬁed
according to its confessional nature.2 With the fragmentation that
followed, attention was given to denominations and their credal statements. This confessional construction was then problematically expanded
to include non-Christian religions.3 Several attempts were made in the
twentieth century to address this problem, such as deﬁning religion in
broad terms that attempted to avoid speciﬁcally Christian constructions.
Paul Tillich deﬁned religion as ‘ultimate concern’, while Ninian Smart

2
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E.g. Johann Heinrich Ursin, Historisch und Theologischer Bericht vom Unterschied Der
Religionen heutiges Tags auf Erden und Welches der waare allein-seligmachende Glaube
seye (1663). See Jonathan Z. Smith, ‘Religion, Religions, Religious?’, in Critical Terms for
Religious Studies (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 269–84.
E.g. Edward Brerewood, Enquiries Touching the Diversity of Languages and Religions,
through the Chief Parts of the World (London: Printed for Samuel Mearne, John Martyn
and Henry Herringman, 1674).
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offered an articulation of ‘worldviews’.4 Clifford Geertz took a similarly
wide anthropological approach in his The Religion of Java, which introduced the notion of ‘thick description’.5 Both Tillich and Smart are
successful in expanding beyond a conceptualisation of religion that
remains overtly Christian. However, they do so by creating categories
that make it difﬁcult, if not impossible, to distinguish religion from other
sets of beliefs or ideological convictions. Equally problematic is Geertz’s
attempt to let religion represent itself, which precludes the possibility of
ﬁnding anything common to it.
Romanticism points beyond these debates and toward more recent
developments arising from the reconsideration of the process of secularisation, which have demonstrated the need for a more dynamic understanding and deﬁnition of religion to which the example of Romanticism
can contribute. The recent re-consideration of the notion of secularisation
provides a way to demonstrate this. Central to Weber’s concept of
secularisation is the notion of disenchantment, a process internal to religion itself and as old as the origins of monotheism.6 In Wissenschaft als
Beruf (Science as a Vocation, 1917), Weber characterised disenchantment
as the conviction that ‘we are not ruled by mysterious or unpredictable
forces, but that, on the contrary, we can in principle control everything by
means of calculation.’7 This strongly immanent understanding of secularisation, of which Weber is only one representative, maintains an insurmountable dualism between the rational and the magical.8 According to
José Casanova it was so paradigmatic that it went unquestioned by some
of the most important social scientists of the past century, placing Weber
in the company of Karl Marx, John Stuart Mill, August Comte, Herbert
Spencer, James Frazer, Émile Durkheim and Sigmund Freud.9
A number of recent theorists have argued for a more adequate
understanding of the process of secularisation. Edward Bailey attempted
to understand contemporary religiosity as ‘implicit religion’, a more
4

5

6

7

8
9

Paul Tillich, Theology of Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1959), 7–8; Ninian
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Religion as a Cultural System (London: Tavistock, 1966), 4.
Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (London: G. Allen &
Unwin, 1930), 105.
Max Weber, The Vocation Lectures, trans. Rodney Livingstone (Indianapolis: Hackett,
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José Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1994), 17.
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fundamental part of the individual that remains inarticulate or unconscious.10 Implicit religion suggests a type of pluriform spirituality wherein
the sacred is the ordinary: localised and personalised.11 Rodney Stark and
William Bainbridge provide an alternative deﬁnition of secularisation,
wherein religious movements become organisations, which themselves
become increasingly worldly, and in their collapse engender new religious
movements.12 Similarly, Christopher Partridge makes the argument that
the fragmentation of traditional religion into forms of diffuse and nontraditional religiosity evinces a perennial religious feature of humanity,
undergoing continual evolution.13 Accordingly, he maintains that
‘disenchantment is the precursor to re-enchantment.’14 In this evolutionary sense the development of Romanticism may be seen in light of Robert
Bellah’s Religion and Human Evolution, which understands evolution as
a process that explores new capacities within a perennial human trait.15
If secularisation is a dynamic and evolutionary process, moving from
enchanted transcendence to disenchanted immanence and back, then
Romanticism can be placed within this dynamic. It is no coincidence that
the ﬁrst recorded use of the word ‘disenchantment’ (Entzauberung) does
not belong to Weber, but to the work of the Romantic-era author Christoph Martin Wieland.16 Following Wieland, the term was employed by
Friedrich Gottlieb Klapstock, and then by Schiller, with whom this study
began.17 Re-enchantment, as a return to transcendence, is also a return to
metaphysics and a return to realism. Ironically, for the Romantics this
became possible in the wake of Kant’s philosophy.
Kant’s development of transcendental idealism was a response to the
failure of modern philosophy to provide an adequate ﬁrst principle
through rational speculation or empirical inquiry. It brought about an
end to the long-running shift in the meaning of transcendentals, from the
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realist universals of transcendent ontology to the idealist universals of
immanent epistemology.
However, paradoxically, this made the Romantic re-appropiation to
pre-modern realism possible. Kant’s rejection of speculative metaphysical
foundationalism allowed Romanticism to depart upon a path of which
the author of critical idealism never would have approved, re-asserting
realism but doing so without problematic foundationalist metaphysics.
This was possible through the inﬂuence of Fichte, whose philosophy
demonstrated to the Romantics how ﬁrst principles, which had previously
been the subject of rational metaphysical proofs, could instead be known
to us through the activity of our own thought, making transcendent ﬁrst
principles the objects of intellectual approximation, as opposed to discursively held concepts. However, reversing Fichtean idealism, and instead
adopting the Platonic-Christian tradition, the Romantics argued for the
ontological priority of the absolute. This absolute could never be fully
known, but knowledge of it could be inﬁnitely approximated through its
underlying presence in all reality. As such, it was possible to occupy an
asymptotic relationship to the transcendent absolute through inﬁnite
approximation. This was attainable through the restoration of the
Platonic-Christian notion of methexis, conceived of not within a hierarchical structure, as had previously been the case, but as the reality in which
all things adhered, reﬂecting the inﬂuence of Spinoza.
It is in this context that Romanticism turns to the aesthetic, which was
capable of opening new dimensions of explication not possible for discursive proofs. As Manfred Frank has commented, poetics ﬁlls the space
where the air becomes too thin for philosophy to breathe.18 This study
has outlined how all three Romantics called for the renewal of religious
language to create a grammar for transcendence in an age of immanence.
The aesthetic was this language, capable of a double movement which
participated in, but never claimed to be, an exhaustive representation of
the transcendent absolute. In this way, it was able to reﬂect the process of
striving by suspending the problem of the representation of totality. Each
of the three Romantics here considered developed, and then evolved,
various poetical mechanisms to achieve this: for Schlegel, it was the
Wechselerweis; for Hölderlin, the dithyrambic; and for Novalis, the act
of romanticization. Each, like Friedrich’s sketch, endows his aesthetic
production with a dynamism, restoring disinterested totality to art and
18
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original ﬁgurative purity to words. In this way, methexis returned the
gods to ‘entgötterte Natur’, eros in the form of the Dichterberuf, and
transcendence to immanence.

two legacies: our romantic future
The religious legacy of Romanticism is as complicated as the movement
itself, but again Friedrich’s drawing is illustrative of its two main
branches. The sketch of the ruined Jakobikirche contains three important
elements: the two Rückenﬁguren, the cruciﬁed Christ over the altar and
the ruined building itself. We may read into these elements a statement
that perhaps Friedrich himself was making. Either the building itself can
be rebuilt anew so that it might contain together the Rückenﬁguren and
Christ in a new spiritual community or the relationship between the
ﬁgures and Christ has already been newly established, internally and
privately, without the building’s reconstruction at all. In nuce this is the
dual legacy of Romanticism.
In one instance, as the inﬂuential movement spread across Germany
and then beyond, it was looked to as a dynamic source for institutional
and general religious renewal, breathing new life into liturgy, renewing
the role of the arts in the church and providing a middle ground between
dogmatic bibliolatry and reductive higher criticism. More broadly, it
inspired Grundtvig’s renewal movement in Denmark, the Broad Church
Movement and Tractarianism in the United Kingdom, and Emerson and
Transcendentalism in the United States, all of which had far-reaching
effects throughout the nineteenth century.
By way of contrast, the twentieth and twenty-ﬁrst centuries have
increasingly seen the individualisation of religion and its withdrawal into
private forms, as witnessed in an overall institutional decline and the
recent recognition and growth of the ‘spiritual but not religious’
category.19 The Romantic desire for community resisted this privatisation; however, aspects of its aesthetics lend themselves to this trajectory.
19
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Harold Bloom’s celebratory but mournful assessment of English Romanticism seems to reﬂect this aspect of Romanticism’s broader legacy: ‘They
failed of their temporal prophecy, but they failed as the Titans did,
massive in ruin and more human than their successors.’20 This legacy,
however, extends beyond these privatising outcomes by virtue of the
dynamism that is at its centre. At the conclusion of Christenheit oder
Europa, as if anticipating Bloom’s anxiety, Novalis writes: ‘When and
how sooner? This cannot be asked. Only be patient, for it will, it must
come, the holy time of eternal peace, where the new Jerusalem will be the
capital of the world; and until then, fellow believers, be cheerful and
courageous amid the dangers of the age, preach the divine Gospel in
word and deed, and remain true and loyal to the eternal faith until
death.’21 What might Romanticism say to us if we are still awaiting the
Parousia that Novalis describes?
The conceptual world at the turn into the nineteenth century is separated from our own by a substantial historical and intellectual gulf. Considerable shifts through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries have
fundamentally altered our present state from the landscape that this study
aims to set out. Yet despite this, there is also intellectual continuity
between the concerns expressed by the Romantics, their immediate predecessors and those of the present age. Questions arising from presentday debates concerning scientism and materialism recapitulate concerns
of determinism, reductivism and nihilism. Just as was the case for the
Romantics, a clear linguistic and philosophical framework seems lacking,
as contemporary forms of intellectual discourse seem unable to
adequately respond to these critical challenges. Modern philosophical
reﬂection, whether self-identifying as analytical or continental, seems
unable to offer assistance. On the one side is the legacy of scientiﬁc
positivism, which offers only mathematical and logical austerity rejecting
the metaphysical outright, while on the other, the equally antimetaphysical stance of Nietzschean-inﬂuenced post-Heideggerian
deconstruction loses itself in its own self-reﬂexive doubt.22
The anti-metaphysical stance of both of these approaches imposes
immanence on present-day discourse, making it ever more difﬁcult to
20
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transcend intractable problems. Nature without metaphysics appears cold
and mechanical – the perpetual motion machine of Novalis or the dead
pendulum of Schiller. Trapped in immanence, we are left to endow nature
with meanings that we invent for it, which overwhelmingly seems to lead
to the language of capital. In this case, on the one side, the liberal
economic tradition holds that creation should be free so that it might be
instrumentalised for the pursuit of happiness. On the other side, the
socialist tradition calls for equal distribution of material resources to
achieve the greatest happiness of all. Neither of these immanent solutions
of the political left or right is capable of transcending its own logic to
arrive at a greater sense of the good. Rather, their good is an immanent
one, deﬁned by either the market-determined desires of individuals or the
communally deﬁned lowest common denominator of the collective
good.23 As a result, the present age has increasingly come to see the
damaging results of using such an impoverished grammar to structure
our understanding of the world.
In the ontology of immanence Frühromantik saw a broken grammar of
being, trapped within the limitations of its own ﬁnite categories. Its
solution was to reverse the separation of the transcendentals from transcendence, and restore a participatory grammar of being to a God-emptied nature. The central importance of realism within Early German
Romanticism obviates against any understanding of the movement
as advocating either a disenchanted transcendence or an enchanted
immanence. Rather, its aim is to re-enchant the immanent by demonstrating the transcendent ground in which all reality participates. It does so in
afﬁnity with the Platonic and Christian forms that preceded it, but it is
neither a return to a high mediaeval idyll nor a pristine Hellenistic
paganism. As such, the movement can neither be claimed by a nostalgic
and reactionary conservatism nor be read into a Whiggish and secularising progress narrative. This suggests Romanticism may yet have its
greatest contribution to make, as a movement that seeks its own new
unity, constructed out of the ruins of the old, yet able, as the Romantics
sought, to transcend the limitations of both.
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