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  Between the middle of the eighteenth and the middle of the nineteenth centuries, Europe changed so rapidly and radically that one can reasonably speak of a watershed in world

  history. Those who lived through it were constantly using the word ‘revolution’ to express their awareness that they were living in exciting times, as in ‘the American

  Revolution’, ‘the French Revolution’ or ‘the industrial revolution’. To these, historians have added several others, notably ‘the agrarian revolution’,

  ‘the commercial revolution’, ‘the communications revolution’ and ‘the consumer revolution’. Contemporary astonishment at the pace and variety of change was

  indeed acute. In 1818, for example, the German publisher Friedrich Perthes exclaimed that ‘in the three generations alive today our own age has combined what cannot be combined. No sense of

  continuity informs the tremendous contrast inherent in the years 1750, 1789 and 1815. To people alive now, they simply do not appear as a sequence of events’.1 Twenty years later, the Belgian music critic François Fétis, born in 1784, wrote that during his lifetime the world had changed in more ways than during all of

  previous human history.2




  It was not only the material world that was affected. Those who lived to see the world of Voltaire, Reynolds and Haydn make way for the world of Hugo, Turner and Wagner could appreciate that a

  great cultural revolution had also occurred. This was ‘the romantic revolution’, which deserves to be accorded the same status as the other revolutions. If it

  had no starting-point as clear cut as the Declaration of Independence or the Fall of the Bastille, contemporaries were well aware that a monumental upheaval in the cultural world was under way.

  Even those chary of acknowledging their own affiliation had to admit that they had been affected. Delacroix, for example, wrote: ‘if by romanticism one understands the free manifestation of

  my personal impressions, my aversion to models copied in the schools, and my loathing for academic formula, I must confess that not only am I romantic, but I was so at the age of

  fifteen’.3 In just two or three generations, the rule-book of the classical past was torn up. In its place came not another set of rules

  but a radically different approach to artistic creation which has provided the aesthetic axioms of the modern world, even if a definition of romanticism has proved elusive.




  In December 1923 Arthur Lovejoy, professor of philosophy at Johns Hopkins University, gave a lecture to the Annual Meeting of the Modern Language Association of America

  entitled ‘On the Discrimination of Romanticisms’.4 He entertained his audience by listing some of the candidates previously nominated for

  the title of ‘father of romanticism’, ranging from Plato to St Paul to Francis Bacon to the Reverend Joseph Warton to Rousseau and Kant, to name just a few. After reviewing the various

  types of romanticism and their manifold incongruities, he concluded wearily: ‘any attempt at a general appraisal even of a single chronologically determinate Romanticism –

  still more, of “Romanticism” as a whole – is a fatuity’.5 This was a verdict repeated with varying degrees of vehemence

  throughout the twentieth century. In an influential book on England, for example, Marilyn Butler used the word ‘romantic’ in her title but then announced on the

  first page that it was ‘anachronistic’ and would not have been recognised by the poets to whom it was applied.6




  Equally various have been the starting-points identified. They include Piranesi’s Roman Antiquities of the Time of the Republic of 1748 (Michel Florisoone); the Lisbon earthquake

  of 1755 (Kenneth Clark); Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloïse of 1761 (Maurice Cranston); Herder’s journey to France in 1769 (Rüdiger Safranski); Blake’s

  Songs of Innocence of 1789 (Maurice Bowra); and Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder and Ludwig Tieck’s Heart-felt Effusions of an Art-loving Monk of 1797 (Hans-Joachim

  Schoeps).7 Other popular runners are Rousseau’s conversion experience on the road to Vincennes in 1749; Horace Walpole’s nightmare which

  led to the writing of his Gothic novel The Castle of Otranto in 1764; and Goethe’s enthusiastic response to Strassburg Cathedral in 1770.




  Much scholarly energy has also been devoted to establishing when the word ‘romantic’ first made an appearance. The first recorded occurrence was in the title of a quaint little book

  published in 1650: Herba parietis: or, The wall-flower as it grew out of the stone chamber belonging to the metropolitan prison of London, called Newgate: being a history which is partly true,

  partly romantick, morally divine: whereby a marriage between reality and fancy is solemnized by divinity. This had been written by the Catholic royalist Thomas Bayly ‘whilst he was a

  prisoner there’.8 Nine years later occurred the first mention thought worthy of inclusion in the Oxford English Dictionary, this time by

  the Anglican divine Henry More of Christ’s College, Cambridge, when he wrote in his treatise on the Immortality of the Soul: ‘I speak especially of that Imagination which is

  most free, such as we use in Romantick Inventions’.9 It was also being used in English in the mid-seventeenth century to

  describe picturesque landscapes and buildings, as in Samuel Pepys’ view that Windsor Castle was ‘the most romantique castle that is in the world’. More usually, however, it was

  used in a pejorative sense, to refer disparagingly to fantastic baroque novels written ‘like the old romances’ and it was also in that sense that it first appeared as

  ‘romanesque’ in the dictionary of the Académie française in 1694.10 By the 1730s, as

  ‘romantisch’ it had found its way into German-language periodicals.11




  In the course of the eighteenth century it slowly began to shift towards its modern meaning. An early sign was the Poet Laureate Thomas Warton’s treatise on ‘The Origin of Romantic

  Fiction in Europe’ of 1774, in which he drew a distinction between literature he called ‘romantic’ and the classical tradition. Dante’s Divine Comedy, for example,

  he called ‘a wonderful compound of classical and romantic fancy’.12 But Warton was using the word in a descriptive and chronological

  sense. It was in Germany at the turn of the nineteenth century that a clear programme was articulated and called romantic. To the fore were the Schlegel brothers, Friedrich and August Wilhelm,

  whose mouthpiece was the periodical Athenæum founded in 1798. It was also there that one of the poetic masterpieces of German romanticism was first published: ‘Hymns to the

  Night’ by ‘Novalis’, the nom de plume of the Saxon noble Friedrich von Hardenberg.




  This articulation coincided with a rapid dissemination of German philosophy and German literature. If the Germans of the proto-romantic ‘Storm and Stress’ [Sturm und Drang]

  movement of the 1770s had been inspired by English writers, especially Shakespeare, the compliment was now handsomely returned by Walter Scott (by his own admission ‘German mad’

  in the 1790s), Henry Crabb Robinson and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, to name just three of the main transmitters.13 In

  continental Europe an even more important conduit was Madame de Staël’s De l’Allemagne, not least because she was writing in the lingua franca of the educated.

  First published in London in 1813 in French, it was translated into English almost immediately.14 Among other things, she contrasted the literature

  of France – ‘the most classical of all’ and therefore also the most elitist – with the romanticism of the Germans, populist and popular enough to have permeated society from

  the Rhine to the Baltic.15 Now the references to romanticism came thick and fast across Europe. In 1817 the ‘romantiki’ in

  Russia were denounced by the old guard as ‘literary schismatics who have surrendered with body and soul to the depraved muses of the romantic Parnassus’.16 The first French intellectual to have called himself a ‘romantic’ appears to have been Stendhal when writing to a friend in 1818 that ‘I am a passionate

  romantic, that is to say I am for Shakespeare and against Racine, for Lord Byron and against Boileau’.17 In that same year, the Polish poet

  Casimir Brodzinski wrote a dissertation contrasting classicism and romanticism, while at the other end of Europe, in Spain, the same distinction began to appear in the periodical press. It was also

  in 1818 that Goethe wrote of Italy: ‘the public is divided into two factions that stand facing each other ready for battle. And whereas we Germans when the occasion arises use the adjective

  romantic quite peacefully, in Milan the two expressions romanticism and classicism designate two irreconcilable sects’. In 1823 the Portuguese poet Almeida Garret referred to ‘we

  romantics’.18 And so on.




  Not everyone was sure what it meant. Prince Pyotr Andreyevich Vyazemsky, although the most forthright of the Russian romantics, confessed in 1824: ‘Romanticism is

  like a phantom. Many people believe in it; there is a conviction that it exists, but where are its distinctive features, how can it be defined, how can one put one’s finger on

  it?’.19 One thing it emphatically was not was a style. Romanesque, Gothic, Renaissance, Mannerism, Baroque and Rococo all had clear stylistic

  concepts, but romanticism never developed anything similar.20 Especially in architecture almost every conceivable style was tried – neo-Gothic,

  neo-classical, neo-Renaissance, neo-Egyptian, neo-baroque, neo-everything. Heinrich Hübsch actually published a pamphlet in 1828 asking pathetically, In what style should we

  build?21 The differences between – say – the paintings of Caspar David Friedrich and Eugène Delacroix, or the poetry of

  Novalis and Wordsworth, or the music of Wagner and Verdi (these last two were exact contemporaries born in the same year) provide sufficient evidence of stylistic diversity. The first French

  historian of romanticism – F. R. de Toreinx – defined his subject as ‘just that which cannot be defined’, while Baudelaire wrote that ‘romanticism is precisely

  situated neither in choice of subjects nor in exact truth but in a way of feeling’.22




  That plenty more imprecise offerings of this kind can be found should not lead to an abandonment of the quest with a despairing shrug of the shoulders. What is needed is a willingness to enter

  the world of the romantics by the routes they chose themselves, however shifting the sands on which that world rests and however ethereal the atmosphere in which it has its being. By its nature,

  romanticism does not lend itself to precise definition, exegesis and analysis. It is through sounds and images, dreams and visions, that the gate to understanding can be opened (to employ the kind

  of evocative language the romantics themselves liked). Words have to be used but their limitations must be recognised. As Tennyson wrote in In Memoriam:




  

    

      

        

          I sometimes hold it half a sin




          To put in words the grief I feel:




          For words, like Nature, half reveal




          And half conceal the Soul within.23


        


      


    


  




  It was this ‘Soul within’ that formed the core of the romantics’ concerns. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the scientific revolution and the

  Enlightenment had shifted attention away from the darkness of the human interior, a zone terrorised by fear of God, towards the sunny uplands of the world outside. It was a move from theocentricity

  to anthropocentricity, from an overriding concern with the far side of the grave (what the Germans call Jenseitigkeit) to making the best of this world (Diesseitigkeit), for it

  was now seen that ‘the proper study of mankind is man’ (Alexander Pope). Thanks to the discoveries of the natural scientists, it was a world that could be investigated, understood,

  controlled and improved.




  Yet when the tide was running so strongly in favour of this secular meliorism that all the old intellectual and cultural lumber looked like being washed away, it began to turn. The pace of

  change in so many spheres of human activity had picked up enough speed to make a growing number of people uneasy. Moreover, the jaunty triumphalism of many enlightened rationalists suggested that

  this was the beginning of an ever-accelerating process that would end with all the old religious, cultural and social landmarks swept away. As one ruler after another

  embraced the enlightened programme, it seemed that the barbarians were not only inside the gates but in full control of the citadel. Nor could this brave new world’s culture satisfy all

  appetites. Many laughed at Voltaire’s mocking satires on stupid prejudices and many felt edified by forms of religion stripped of superstition, but there were also those who thirsted after

  more sustaining fare than his thin gruel. On the other hand, they did not simply wish to go back to the institutions and values of the past but looked for alternatives. It was into this

  transcendental vacuum that the romantics moved.




  In doing so, they were initiating a new phase in the long-running dialectic between a culture of feeling and a culture of reason. The former had last been in the ascendant during the baroque era

  before being thrust to one side by the victory of Cartesian rationalism and French classicism.24 The family resemblance between the baroque and

  romanticism is especially clear in the visual arts, in the similarities between Rubens and Delacroix, for example. But the relationship between the two cultural paradigms has always been

  dialectical not cyclical. The romantics were not repeating their ancestors. On the contrary, they brought about a cultural revolution comparable in its radicalism and effects with the roughly

  contemporary American, French and industrial revolutions. By destroying natural law and by reorienting concern from the work to the artist, they tore up the old regime’s aesthetic rule-book

  just as thoroughly as any Jacobin tore down social institutions. In the words of Ernst Troeltsch: ‘romanticism too is a revolution, a thorough and genuine revolution: a revolution against the

  respectability of the bourgeois temper and against a universal equalitarian ethic: a revolution, above all, against the whole of the mathematico-mechanical spirit of science

  in western Europe, against a conception of Natural Law which sought to blend utility with morality, against the bare abstraction of a universal and equal Humanity’.25




  As will be argued below, it was Hegel who captured the essence of this revolution in his pithy definition of romanticism as ‘absolute inwardness’ [absolute Innerlichkeit].

  It will also be argued that its prophet was Jean-Jacques Rousseau: if not the most consistent, then certainly the most influential of all the eighteenth-century thinkers. Writing in 1907, Lytton

  Strachey caught Rousseau’s special quality very well: ‘among those quick, strong, fiery people of the eighteenth century, he belonged to another world – to the new world of

  self-consciousness, and doubt, and hesitation, of mysterious melancholy and quiet intimate delights, of long reflexions amid the solitudes of Nature, of infinite introspections amid the solitudes

  of the heart’.26 Shelley, who derided the philosophes as ‘mere reasoners’, regarded Rousseau as ‘a great

  poet’.27




  In what follows, no attempt has been made to write a general history of romanticism. Listing the creative artists who could be categorised as ‘romantic’ would consume a book much

  longer than this relatively slender volume. I have tried to identify the most striking characteristics of the romantic revolution and to illustrate them. The Enlightenment believed that to collect

  and publish all human knowledge would lead to the improvement of humanity. The romantics thought they knew better.
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  THE AGE OF REASON




   




   




   




  ROUSSEAU ON THE ROAD TO VINCENNES




   




   




   




   




  On 28 June 1751 the first volume of the Encyclopedia, or a systematic dictionary of the sciences, arts, and crafts (better known in its abbreviated French form as the

  Encyclopédie), edited by Jean Le Rond D’Alembert and Denis Diderot, was published in Paris. Originally intended to be nothing more than a translation of Ephraim

  Chambers’ Cyclopædia of 1728, the project soon expanded to ten volumes and kept on growing. By the time it reached completion with a two-volume index in 1780 it covered

  thirty-five volumes containing more than 20,000,000 words. This was much more than a reference work: it was underpinned by a mission to modernise. Once all knowledge had been assembled and its

  fundamental principles identified, the way would be clear for further progress. It was a process that necessarily involved casting a critical eye at existing institutions, customs and values. As

  Diderot put it in his article on Encyclopedia: ‘all things must be examined, debated, investigated without exception and without regard for anyone’s feelings . . . We must ride

  roughshod over all these ancient puerilities, overturn the barriers that reason never erected, and give back to the arts and the sciences the liberty that is so precious to them’.1 Although the sharp eye of the censor compelled discretion, chief among those ‘ancient puerilities’ that

  Diderot had his eye on was the Catholic Church.




  The impact of the Encyclopédie was immediate and lasting. An instant best-seller right across Europe, its sales had exceeded 25,000 complete sets by 1789, more than half of them

  outside France.2 Anyone who contributed to it automatically became a celebrity: ‘in the past’, wrote Voltaire, ‘men of letters

  were not admitted into polite society, they have now become a necessary part of it’.3 Fierce opposition from the conservative press and

  intermittent persecution by the authorities, culminating in an outright ban by both King and Pope in 1759, helped to promote a sense of solidarity among both contributors and sympathisers, so that

  ‘encyclopédiste’ entered the language to denote a progressive intellectual. But by the time they were forced underground, Diderot and D’Alembert had succeeded in

  their mission of creating an institutional centre for their project of Enlightenment.4 Also in 1759 D’Alembert claimed in his treatise

  Elements of Philosophy: ‘a most remarkable change has taken place in our ideas, a change which by its rapidity, seems to promise us a greater one yet . . . Our century has called

  itself supremely the century of philosophy’.5




  This triumphalism derived in part from the knowledge that the Encyclopédie was only one of many major works of enlightened philosophy to have been published around the middle of

  the century, including Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws in 1748, the first volume of Buffon’s Natural History in 1749, Condillac’s Treatise on

  Systems, also in 1749, and Voltaire’s The Age of Louis XIV in 1751. Yet at the very moment that the tide seemed to be running irresistibly in their favour, a mighty splash announced the appearance of an intrepid opponent determined to swim against the current. This was Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who in July 1749 had a conversion experience

  while on his way to see his friend Diderot in prison at Vincennes, just outside Paris. Unable to afford a carriage, Rousseau went on foot, whiling away the time by reading the Mercure de

  France. His eye was struck by an advertisement for a prize essay competition staged by the Academy of Dijon. The topic was: ‘Has the progress of the sciences and arts done more to

  corrupt morals or improve them?’ In his autobiography Confessions, published posthumously in 1782, Rousseau recalled: ‘The moment I read this I beheld another universe and

  became another man’.6 In another account he went into more detail about the extreme nature of his reaction: ‘I felt my mind dazzled by

  a thousand lights . . . I felt my head seized by a dizziness that resembled intoxication’. Slumping to the ground, he spent the next hour in a kind of trance, sobbing so passionately that

  when he came to his senses he found his coat drenched with tears.7




  The reason for this effusion was Rousseau’s sudden insight that the Dijon Academy’s question was not rhetorical. Collecting his wits, he set about articulating his epiphany in A

  Discourse on the Moral Effects of the Arts and Sciences, which won the prize and was published the following year. With all the zeal of the convert, he proclaimed that, contrary to

  expectation, the civilising process was not leading to liberation but to enslavement, as it has flung ‘garlands of flowers over the chains which weigh us down’, so that ‘our minds

  have been corrupted in proportion as the arts and sciences have improved’. All the various branches of the natural sciences, he observed, have their origins in a vice: astronomy in

  superstition, mathematics in greed, mechanics in ambition, physics in idle curiosity. Even printing had proved to be a false friend, for it had allowed the dissemination of

  impious tracts, such as those of Hobbes and Spinoza. Rousseau ended his diatribe with the prediction that eventually men would become so alienated from the modern world that they would beg God to

  give them back their ‘ignorance, innocence, and poverty, the only goods that can make for our happiness and that are precious in your sight’.8




  This was to turn the agenda of the Enlightenment on its head with a vengeance. Throwing caution to the winds, Rousseau went out of his way to distance himself from his former friends, accusing

  them of subverting the traditional values of patriotism and religion in pursuit of ‘the destruction and degradation of everything sacred among men’. It took a long time for the

  philosophes to realise just how extreme was Rousseau’s apostasy. They chose to see his Discourse as ‘a paradox rather than a conviction’.9 Complacently believing that history was on their side, they moved from bewilderment to irritation to hostility, even hatred in the case of Diderot or Voltaire. Yet

  although they might dismiss him as a ‘lunatic’, as Voltaire did, they could not help but notice that Rousseau’s anti-modernism had struck a responsive chord in many readers. What

  made him more dangerous was his total lack of any connection with the establishment. On the contrary, he had proved his credentials as a sea-green incorruptible by ostentatiously turning his back

  on the offer of a royal pension in 1752.10 His rejection of the Enlightenment had made him more radical.




  ROUSSEAU’S LOVERS:


  FROM A MIMETIC TO AN EXPRESSIVE AESTHETIC




  Even the least perceptive of the philosophes had to wake up to the threat when in 1761 Rousseau published an epistolary novel. The title of the very first edition was

  Letters from two lovers living in a small town at the foot of the Alps but it soon became known as Julie, or The New Héloïse. Voltaire’s reaction that he would

  rather kill himself than read such ‘a stupid, bourgeois, impudent and boring’ book all the way through was not shared by the European reading public.11 By the end of the century it had gone through more than seventy editions, becoming the biggest best-seller of the century in the process. When the printing presses proved

  unable to keep up with demand, enterprising Parisian booksellers resorted to renting out copies by the day or even hour.12 Rousseau was already

  famous: La Nouvelle Héloïse turned him into a cult. The fan mail which poured in – and which he carefully preserved – was remarkable as much for its intensity as

  for its bulk. Typical was an effusion from the cavalry captain Jean-Louis Le Cointe, which began with the apologetic exclamation: ‘Yet another letter from someone unknown to you!’ Yet,

  he went on, so full was his heart that he had to overcome his reluctance to disturb the most amiable philosopher of all time. Not only had Rousseau’s book made a case for morality more

  effectively than any sermon, he wrote, it had also shown men how they could achieve earthly happiness.13




  By pretending to be only the editor of a collection of letters he had stumbled on, Rousseau sought to give the novel the kind of immediacy achieved today by the better television soap operas.

  His success with only the written word at his disposal says a great deal for his literary skills, for he was required to assume the guise of several different characters

  – Julie, the long-suffering and ultimately doomed heroine; her lover, the sensitive Saint-Preux; Lord Edward Bomston, an English nobleman as warm-hearted as he is rich; Wolmar, the noble

  atheist; and so on. Many of Rousseau’s correspondents took him at his word, insisting that the events depicted had really happened and demanding to know what had happened after the end of the

  book. Not at all untypical was the marquise de Polignac’s anguished letter describing her reaction to Julie’s death: ‘I dare not tell you the effect it made on me. My heart was

  crushed. Julie dying was no longer an unknown person. I believed I was her sister, her Claire. My seizure became so strong that if I had not put the book away I would have been as ill as those who

  attended that virtuous woman in her last moments’.14




  This was not the first time that the tear-ducts of eighteenth-century readers had opened their flood-gates. The sentimental novels of Samuel Richardson, for example, had achieved a similar

  response in the 1740s. What raised Rousseau’s emotional appeal above the ruck was its autobiographical dimension. As he himself observed:






      

    

      What won me the women’s favour was their belief that I had written my own story and that I was myself the hero of my novel. The belief was so firmly established that

      Mme de Polignac wrote to Mme de Verdelin, begging her to persuade me to let her see Julie’s portrait. Everybody was convinced that it was impossible to express feelings so vividly unless

      one had felt them, or so to depict the raptures of love except with one’s own heart as model. In that they were right, and it is true that I wrote the novel in a state of burning

      ecstasy.15


	  


	  






  This passage is from Rousseau’s Confessions, which begins with a programmatic declaration of the primacy of the individual. The opening

  words are: ‘I have resolved on an enterprise which has no precedent, and which, once complete, will have no imitator. My purpose is to display to my kind a portrait in every way true to

  nature, and the man I shall portray will be myself. Simply myself. I know my own heart and understand my fellow man. But I am made unlike any one I have ever met; I will even venture to say that I

  am like no one in the whole world. I may be no better, but at least I am different’.16




  This signalled nothing less than a revolution, one which placed the creator, not the created, at the centre of aesthetic activity. The mimetic view it overturned dated back at least to Plato,

  who expounded it in Book Ten of The Republic through Socrates in conversation with Glaucon, using an everyday object such as a couch as illustration: ‘We have these three sorts of

  couch. There’s the one which exists in the natural order of things. This one, I imagine we’d say, was the work of a god . . . Then there’s the one made by the carpenter . . . And

  then there’s the one made by the painter . . . Painter, carpenter, god. Three agents responsible for three kinds of couch’. So the painter, poet or any other kind of artist, is twice

  removed from the ideal couch, that is to say from the truth. Plato also provided a simile to aid understanding of what the artist did, likening him to a man who carried a mirror around with him and

  was thus able to imitate the external world and all that lived in it.17




  Subsequent theorists may not have shared Plato’s disdain for the arts and those who practised them, but they adhered to the central concept of imitation. Representative of the mainstream

  of the age of the Enlightenment was Abbé Dubos, hailed by Voltaire in The Age of Louis XIV as ‘a man of great judgment’.18 In Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, first published in 1719 but still being reprinted in the 1750s, he wrote: ‘just as a painting imitates

  the features and colours of nature, so does the musician imitate the sounds, accents, sighs and inflexions of the human voice, together with all the sounds with which nature expresses its feelings

  and passions’.19 Imitation did not mean mere copying, of course. Nor did it mean the mechanical reproduction of a specific object. Rather

  it involved seeking the best elements of nature at its finest (‘la belle nature’) and reproducing them in a painting, sculpture, poem, piece of music or whatever. By selecting

  and combining natural elements containing beauty, the artist could produce an idealised image more beautiful than nature itself could ever supply. This quest could be assisted by a study of

  classical Greece and Rome, for it was there that the best examples of idealised beauty could be found, thanks to the superiority of their climate and culture. Hence Winckelmann’s famous

  injunction in his seminal treatise On the Imitation of the Painting and Sculpture of the Greeks of 1755: ‘there is but one way for the moderns to become great, and perhaps

  unequalled; I mean by imitating the ancients’.20




  For neo-classicists such as Winckelmann, the manifest superiority of buildings such as the Parthenon, or statues such as the Apollo Belvedere, revealed the existence of rules governing artistic

  creation. Moreover, they were rules that could be taught – rules that should be taught. In drama there were unities of time and place to be observed, in the visual arts there were

  the classical proportions to be observed. As Sir Joshua Reynolds put it in 1769: ‘I would chiefly recommend, that an implicit obedience to the Rules of Art, as established by the

  practice of the great MASTERS, should be exacted from the young Students. That those models, which have passed through the approbation of

  ages, should be considered by them as perfect and infallible guides; as subjects for their imitation, not their criticism’.21 This

  trenchant advice was delivered in his first discourse to the recently created Royal Academy in London. It was only one of many new creations in the eighteenth century, the century par

  excellence of the art academy. In 1720 there were just nineteen in Europe, of which only four were really operative; by 1790 there were more than a hundred.22 By this time, it was the academy rather than the master’s studio that had become the main centre of instruction for aspiring painters.




  The academy was not the sort of environment in which – say – Jean-Jacques Rousseau with his ‘mortal aversion to any sort of compulsion’23 would feel at home. The pedantry could certainly be oppressive. At Vienna, the drawing of foliage was not taught from life but from paper leaves cut and glued together by the

  professors, for example in ‘the spiky oak manner’ or ‘the rounded lime tree manner’.24 This was the kind of approach

  memorably parodied by Wagner in The Mastersingers of Nuremberg when the aspiring singer Walther von Stolzing is told he will need to learn the ‘writing-paper’,

  ‘black-ink’, ‘hawthorn blossom’, ‘straw blade’ melodies, the ‘rose’, ‘short-lived love’ and ‘forgotten’ tones, and so on and

  so forth. Well might Friedrich Schiller ask in a letter of 1783: ‘do you expect enthusiasm where the spirit of the academies rules?’25 From the rich stock of dismissive remarks about academies, the following two commend themselves by their pithiness: ‘rules are vestal virgins; unless they are violated,

  there can be no issue’ (Johann Georg Hamann) and ‘the Aristotelian unities are like crutches for cripples’ (Christian Daniel Schubart).26 The latter remark was a rejoinder to Reynolds’ claim in the first discourse that ‘rules are only fetters to men of genius’. The

  most striking rejection of academic authority was delivered by the German artist Asmus Jakob Carstens when he replied to a demand from the Prussian minister of education Karl Friedrich von Heinitz

  that he return from Rome to resume his teaching duties at the Berlin Academy:




  

    

      I belong not to the Berlin Academy but to Humanity which has a right to demand of me the highest possible development of my faculties. I shall continue with all my strength

      to justify myself to the world through my works. Thus I renounce all those benefits, preferring poverty, an uncertain future, and perhaps an infirm and helpless old age, with my body already

      showing signs of illness, in order to fulfil my duty to humanity and my vocation to art. My capabilities were entrusted to me by God. I must be a faithful steward so that when He says:

      ‘Give a reckoning of thy stewardship’, I shall not have to say: ‘Lord, the talent with which you entrusted me I have buried in Berlin’.27


    


  




  Carstens died three years later, still in Rome. Stylistically, his art was neo-classical; indeed he has been described as ‘the most representative German painter of mature

  classicism’.28 Yet he was also aggressively individualistic and vehemently opposed to the academic ethos. Orphaned at fifteen, he passed up

  the chance to be apprenticed to the famous Johann Heinrich Tischbein, court painter at Kassel, because he could not stomach also being a servant, whose duties would have included standing outside

  at the rear of the carriage while his master sat inside. So he found himself apprenticed to a cooper instead.29 In another letter to von Heinitz,

  Carstens wrote: ‘when nature brings forth a genius (and that happens very seldom) and when that genius forces his way past a thousand obstacles into the light of day,

  then he ought to be supported. Posterity will honour a monarch as much for supporting a genius as for winning a battle or conquering a province’.30 This kind of comment warns against assuming a contrast between neo-classicism and romanticism based on respective attitudes to academies. For every academician like Reynolds,

  comfortably nestled in the bosom of the establishment, there was a wild loner like Carstens or Fuseli (of whom more later).31 Many Enlightenment

  thinkers who subscribed to mimetic aesthetics doubted the utility of academies. Diderot thought they stifled creativity, while Voltaire commented: ‘no work that can be called academic can be

  called a work of genius, no matter what the genre’.32




  What proved to be revolutionary was not the rejection of academies, or even rules, but of the whole classical aesthetic based on the imitation of la belle nature. As Rousseau

  demonstrated in La Nouvelle Héloïse and The Confessions, the truly radical departure was to move from a mimetic aesthetic centred on the work to an expressive

  aesthetic which put the creator at the centre: ‘The true object of my confessions is to reveal my inner thoughts exactly in all the situations of my life. It is the history of my soul that I

  have promised to recount, and to write it faithfully I have need of no other memories; it is enough if I enter again into my inner self, as I have done till now’.33 This was the essence of the romantic revolution: from now on artistic creativity was to be from the inside out. In Hegel’s pithy formulation,

  romanticism was ‘absolute inwardness’. Explaining this insight, Hegel observed that romanticism had ‘dissolved all particular gods into a pure and infinite self-identity. In this

  Pantheon all the gods are dethroned, the flame of subjectivity has destroyed them, and instead of plastic polytheism art knows now only one God, one spirit, one

  absolute independence which, as the absolute knowing and willing of itself, remains in free unity with itself’.34 No longer does the artist

  carry around a mirror, to hold up to nature. A better metaphor for the creative process is the lamp, which shines from within.35




  NATURE AND NATURE’S LAWS




  The two most quoted lines of poetry about a natural scientist were written by Alexander Pope in 1730:




  

    

      

        

          Nature and nature’s laws lay hid in night,




          God said ‘Let Newton be!’ and all was light.


        


      


    


  




  They deftly summed up the Enlightenment’s view of Newton’s greatest achievement among many. By finally destroying the Greek assumption that the celestial and

  terrestrial worlds are fundamentally different and by demonstrating that both operate according to the same regular, immutable laws of motion, he had opened the way for the mechanisation of heaven

  and earth. God might still have a place in a post-Newtonian universe but only as the original creator of a mechanism that then ran according to its own laws. In Voltaire’s opinion:

  ‘Newton is the greatest man who has ever lived, the very greatest, the giants of antiquity are beside him children playing marbles’.36 It mattered not that Newton was a devout Christian who wrote extensively on theology and spent a good deal of time trying to unravel the secrets of The Book of

  Revelation. In the eyes of the philosophes, he had delivered the knock-out blow to revealed religion. He had completed the project begun by another English

  sage, Francis Bacon. It was now clear that the only true form of knowledge is scientific knowledge, that is to say knowledge established by that combination of empiricism and mathematics that is

  the scientific method, and whatever could not be verified in this way is not knowledge at all.37 Moreover, science was also opening the way for

  boundless improvement through the control of nature. As Benjamin Franklin wrote to Joseph Priestley: ‘the rapid progress true science now makes, occasions my regretting sometimes that I was

  born so soon. It is impossible to imagine the height to which may be carried, in a thousand years, the power of man over matter’.38




  But Rousseau was not the only one to find that the light projected by the Enlightenment illuminated more than it warmed and was bright but not very penetrating. Voltaire himself is reported to

  have commented: ‘I am like a mountain stream: I run fast and bright but not very deep’.39 As the eighteenth century wore on, a

  growing number of intellectuals reacted against the elevation of reason to sole eminence. The fundamental charge that the scientific method could explain everything but understand nothing was

  advanced in many different ways. A universe in which God had been demoted to the role of primal clock-maker seemed to be a chilly place. Johann Heinrich Merck, friend of Goethe and member of the

  ‘storm and stress’ [Sturm und Drang] group, wrote:




  

    

      Now we have got the freedom of believing in public nothing but what can be rationally demonstrated. They have deprived religion of all its sensuous elements, that is, of all

      its relish. They have carved it up into its parts and reduced it to a skeleton without colour and light . . . and now it’s put in a jar and nobody wants to taste

      it.40


    


  




  Hamann was more forthright: ‘God is a poet, not a mathematician . . . What is this much lauded reason with its universalist infallibility, certainty, and over-weening

  claims, but an ens rationis [object of thought], a stuffed dummy . . . endowed with divine attributes?’41 Heinrich von Kleist

  sneered that all Newton saw in a girl’s heart was its cubic capacity and in her breast just a curved line.42 August Wilhelm Schlegel

  thought that the limitations of the Enlightenment were best summed up in the question of the mathematician: ‘what can a poem prove?’43 Goethe spoke to God through Mephistopheles in the prologue to Faust, which takes place in Heaven:
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