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	“Be yourself. Everyone else is taken.” 

	Oscar Wilde

	 

	 

	“Few people have the imagination for reality.” 

	Johann Wolfgang von Goethe


A small group in Jena

	 

	     

	At the end of the seventeenth century, in the German city Jena, a small group of young people came together to write and publish a magazine called Athenaeum. The magazine remained active for only 3 years. However, it caused a change in European consciousness, with effects which stretch up to our days, being felt in the lives of each of us.

	     The small group, consisting of both men and women, did not have in mind to change the world (although they did, in many ways). On the contrary, one may say, they brought to light the idea that we may indeed do the changes we need, but, whatever improvements we may bring, we have to admit that we will never feel totally at home in this world. The unavoidable struggle for existence, society and life itself will always have something alien to us, one way or another. The reason for this is that we are individuals. 

	     The small group consisted of a young writer, Friedrich von Schlegel, his elder brother, August Wilhelm von Schlegel, an excellent linguist, known for his research and studies in Sanskrit language and ancient Indian culture, the renowned poet Novalis, the theologian Friedrich Schleiermacher, and the philosopher Friedrich Schelling. As well as the two ladies: Caroline Schelling (nee Michaelis), author, and Dorothea Mendelssohn, novelist. In the same line of thought, one can mention their contemporary poet, the famous Friedrich Schiller (whose poetry is used as a text for the present day hymn of the European Union). This is just to speak about those who contributed most.

	     They came from a world dominated by a mechanistic conception, which ended up in dry materialism. It was a world which developed the naive conviction that we can control everything in life the same way we control a mechanical toy. In this reductionist atmosphere, the small group of Jena brought to people's attention something much more intriguing and mysterious. Beside the external world, they said, there is our own internal world. And this one, our internal existence, is alive and open to the unlimited, and cannot be confined entirely in the limitative conception of a mechanical, materialistic world. Meantime, we have to live in the external world and with the external world. From here, the fundamental contradiction of our lives occurs, as Friedrich Schlegel puts it. “What is genuinely contradictory” he says, “is the fact that we feel simultaneously finite and infinite beings.” The infinite we perceive inside ourselves is issued from the feeling of being capable to be fully fulfilled beings. We are always in the proximity of our fulfillment, close to it, because we are human beings, but not yet there, because we are still contingent. Our very bodies bring us a finite dimension by their temporary and degradable character. So, we cannot claim that all of our actions belong to the absolute realm. Moreover, our overtop involvement with temporary things can eventually lead us to total illusion about our real nature.

	     In other words, there is something inside ourselves of a different nature than all we experience around us, in the external world. Of that inside entity, we are sure. Of what is external to us, we cannot always be sure. Like we cannot be sure of a house we only rented for some time, a house we are not the owner of.

	     Bhagavad-Gita says that we are sure of the entity inside us because it is our identity. It does not change, the same way the world around us changes. It stays always by ourselves, as ourselves. It is the spirit inside us, the spiritual soul. His spiritual nature makes him different from the material body he got in this world. In this position, he struggles with the mind and the senses to find a place in the world.

	     Similarly, Friedrich Schlegel says that human beings try to find their place in the world they live in, but the world is not always welcoming. Anyway, by carefully considering themselves and their own nature, they become self-conscious. Meanwhile, as thoughtful beings, we are aware of the finite, contingent side of our attempt to find a permanent place in this world. So, we have no chance but to get involved with the world, but at the same time we have to find detachment from its illusions and false appearances.

	     As a writer and poet, Schlegel tries to point out a few means for detachment provided by literary compositions. One of them is the allegory, which Schlegel presents as a poetic form capable of suggesting that which cannot be said in plain words. So, allegory aims beyond what is finite. It is a call to the infinite one may find inside the person engrossed in contingent and trivial.

	     Expressing a truth which cannot be expressed by usual means is an old theme in the stories and myths of humanity. In this regard, the ancient story of Philomela is relevant both in ancient times and present days. Philomela was the daughter of the King of Athenae, and had a sister named Procne. Procne was married to Tereus. One day, Tereus, attracted by the beauty of his sister-in-law, raped Philomela. After that, he cut her tongue, so that she would be unable to tell anyone about his heinous act.

	     Philomela had to suffer in silence. Pained, desperate, alone in her tragedy. No person was there to help her, no one to understand the dimension of her unfortunate state, no rock to rely on. She had to bear the weight of what happened alone, every day of her life. The only thing she could still rely on were her wits…

	     Philomela stands here for all women who have ever been victims of a sexual abuse and were not able to make it known, or find justice for themselves, being always silenced.

	     Philomela is also a symbol for our internal world and true nature, unable to express itself under the pressure of external circumstances. It also speaks about the spirit soul, ignored and covered, under the limitations of the body and the material world.

	     Philomela stands for anyone who ever felt helpless în difficulty.

	     Although she is the daughter of a king, she finds herself in an abominable situation. In spite of her father being the one imparting justice in the kingdom, she could not appeal to him, as she could not speak anymore. Truth was helplessly covered by illusion. Spirit was obscured by dead matter. Still, in itself, the spirit is not dead. Like the embryo in the mother's womb, it is present externally by its symptoms. The fact that she is a king's daughter is a symbol for her nature being superior to the situation she is in. The fact that she is silenced represents the thick layer of ignorance which tries to keep the spirit captive and hidden in darkness. For some time, it may succeed. However, being superior in nature to ignorance, the spirit inside us will eventually signal its existence.

	     Not to go mad, Philomela spent her time weaving. The cloth she wove was white, monotonous, hopeless, like her thoughts… However, by looking at it after some time, Philomela felt it was not enough. She saw her own hopelessness in that cloth, and by gazing at this hopelessness, as it was now outside herself, captured by the cloth, an objective eye opened inside her. As well as a sense of detachment from that hopeless white. She added a colored thread in the weaving. Now it looks smarter, she thought. In the whole picture of the woven cloth, some life was creeping up, brought by different colors. She remembered the roots of an old, big tree, which can extend far away under the ground, till they pushed some of the bricks of a nearby wall and penetrate it. Or, they can pierce the foundation of the house and appear right in the middle of the kitchen, in the form of a bump on the floor. The internal, invisible life-force of the tree can quietly make its way and come out in a place no one expects. Philomela started to weave all day long. Up to the point in time when the story was completed. In vivid colors, on the white background, the sad story of her rape and her tongue cutting stood now in front of her. Her internal world was her powerful root which made its way out, like life, which overcomes a stiff wall, meant to keep it captive. 
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