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Abstract.

The present thesis does not, following the cautionary
example of Dupuis and Cotonet, seek to define
romanticism. The fatuity of their lexigraphical project,
in light of Friedrich Schlegel’s expansive “theory” of
“romantic poetry”, soon becomes clear. Schlegel’s
“theory” aspired to elude categorisation and exceed
definitive bounds. Dupuis and Cotonet had set out, to
their foolish credit, to define the indefinable. However,
it 1s possible to 1dentify a characteristic motif of
romanticism from Schlegel’s “inceptive’ theory. The
critic extended his vision, somewhat fastidiously, to
nature itself. His subject, the poet, was privy to its
inestimable beauty; he shared a common delitescent
principle, i1ts “iInmost” being. The poet, like nature, was
infinite and universal In scope and, ultimately,
indefinable. Schlegel was not alone. Schopenhauer
identified a similar quality, nature’s will; 1t was no
less universal, infinite or explicable than that which
resided in the “heart” of Schlegel’s poet. It differed iIn
one dramatic respect: it was loathsome. Nonetheless,
Schlegel and Schopenhauer shared a common interest; it
was of a decidedly visceral order. The value accorded to
their respective subjects was determined by a universal
force of nature which lurked about “within” him. It bore
little resemblance to anything remotely human. The
question of romanticism was not, as Dupuis and Cotonet
believed, purely a lexigraphical concern; it strayed into
the realms of ontology. Schlegel and Schopenhauer’s
spectral account, prioritising as they did, the subject’s
mysterious “inmost nature’ did a disservice to the
singular, bodily person. Max Stirner, on the other hand,

abhorred all general notions and all talk of “universal



natures”; nevertheless, he also regarded the subject as
the wellspring of infinite potential. Unlike Schlegel and
Schopenhauer, Stirner emphasised the subject’s
determinate and definitive standing as a singular,
egocentric “personality’. What, then, can one ascertain

about the “true” nature of the individual subject?
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CHAPTER ONE

“INFINITY AND STARDOM?: THE WIDER QUESTION OF ROMANTICISM

“To understand things we must have been once in them and
then have come out of them; so that first there must be
captivity and then deliverance, i1llusion followed by
disillusion, enthusiasm by disappointment. He who is
still under the spell, and he who has never felt the
spell, are equally incompetent. We only know well what we
have first believed, then judged. To understand we must

be free, yet not have been always free” .l

Henri-Frédéric Amiel, “Amiel’s Journal’

“Our minds are still haunted by that Abstract Man, that

enlightened abstraction of a common humanity” .2

Wyndham Lewis, “The Art of Being Ruled”

I. THE TROUBLES OF DUPUIS AND COTONET

“This i1s all nonsense’, Cotonet complained.s His
astonished companion, Dupuis, remained silent. They had
taken the news badly. Not without good reason. Dupuis and
Cotonet had reached the twelfth year of what had been,
from the very start, an uncustomary and troubled
lexicographical project. It had all started some years
before when an unfamiliar word reared its head iIn
conversation for the very first time. It quickly came to

their attention that neither of them knew exactly what

! Henri-Frédéric Amiel, “Amiel’s Journal. The Journal Intime of
Henri-Frédéric Amiel” (1882 / 1901 p. 254).

2 Wyndham Lewis, “The Art of Being Ruled” (1926 / 1989 p. 375).

3 Alfred de Musset, “Letters of Dupuis and Cotonet” collected in “The
Complete Writings of Alfred de Musset” Volume 9 (1836 / 1908 p. 209).



was meant by the term. It left them at a complete and

total loss.

The word was spoken far too freely for their liking and,
more often than not, was used, as far as they were able
to tell, in the most arbitrary, perplexing of ways. Its
meaning was neither consistent nor, in a number of
instances, the least bit intelligible. Time and again,
they “relapsed into uncertainty” .4

To make matters worse, the problem had, over the years,
grown to such a monstrous degree that it could no longer
be described as a purely lexicographical concern. The
mere mention of the word had started, in the widest
possible sense, to make them feel very uncomfortable
indeed. By the twelfth year of their investigations, 1It,
the word, had a decidedly menacing ring to it.

In a final effort to soften their anxiety and resolve the
whole matter, as they shortsightedly hoped, for good,
Dupuis and Cotonet decided to find out once and for all

what precisely was meant by the term.

The word iIn question was “romanticism’.

A dozen years had come and gone and Dupuis and Cotonet
had exhausted nearly as many definitions - one had simply
supplanted another and neither of them were any the
wiser. Their anxiety remained and, if anything, had

sharpened and grown more acute.

One question, above all others, remained unanswered:

4 Alfred de Musset, “Letters of Dupuis and Cotonet” collected in “The
Complete Writings of Alfred de Musset” Volume 9 (1836 / 1908 p. 198).
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‘what, then, is romanticism?’, as Dupuis and Cotonet had

repeatedly asked.>

It was still unclear, very unclear, what exactly was
meant by the term, a point that had just been made
painfully aware to them both. By the very man, a nameless
Clerk, whom had first introduced them to the word all
those years before.

“Romanticism”, Dupuis and Cotonet had just been told, “is
the weeping star; it is the sighing wind, the chilly
night, the bird In i1ts flight, and the sweet-scented
flower; it is the refreshing stream, the greatest
ecstasy, the well by the palm-trees, rosy hope and her
thousand lovers, the angel and the pearl, the white robe
of the willows!”. “l1t 1s”, the nameless Clerk continued,
“infinity and stardom; i1t is heat, refraction, cold; it
is flat and round, the diametrical, pyramidal, oriental;

it 1s an embrace, a clasp, a whirlwind” .6

Given their patience, at this late stage, was at its
thinnest, “infinity and stardom” was the very last thing,
one imagines, Dupuis and Cotonet wanted to hear. It
certainly did not resemble, not even remotely, the

“definite conclusion” they had so eagerly sought.”

“This is impossible”, the incredulous pair exclaimed.
“Something tells us that this can not be the result of

such curious and assiduous researches! This can not be

5 Alfred de Musset, “Letters of Dupuis and Cotonet” collected in “The
Complete Writings of Alfred de Musset” Volume 9 (1836 / 1908 p. 208).
6 Alfred de Musset, “Letters of Dupuis and Cotonet” collected in “The
Complete Writings of Alfred de Musset” Volume 9 (1836 / 1908 p. 209 -
210).

7 Alfred de Musset, “Letters of Dupuis and Cotonet” collected in “The
Complete Writings of Alfred de Musset” Volume 9 (1836 / 1908 p. 206).
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so” .8 They did not react at all well to the Clerk’s

bombastic explanation. In fact, Dupuis and Cotonet took
it extremely badly. “To end the matter”, they concluded,
“‘we believe that romanticism consists in using all these

adjectives, and not in anything else”.?®

“The truth”, as Henri Peyre may have tried to console the
pair in a study whose title would no doubt have their
interest attracted their attention, “is that no brief
definition - i1s valid for topics where the subjective
point of view and inclination count so heavily. All one
can do is describe, enumerate, eliminate, emphasize
certain characteristics, and to do this every time one
would need a volume” .10 “Romanticism”, as the painter and
particularly astute critic, Wyndham Lewis, corroborated,
“1s a word that covers a great deal of things differing
among themselves very widely indeed” .1l And 1f one turns
to a page of “Adolphe” (1816), one comes across a
particularly apt and cautionary note of advice: “The
spoken word”, Benjamin Constant suggested, is “at best
but a clumsy medium, though it may serve well enough to
give them a name, is never capable of sharply defining

them” .12

Dupuis and Cotonet had listened attentively as the
meaning of romanticism had been “described” and
“enumerated” countless times, but, just as Peyre had
said, no “brief definition’ appeared to suffice. Not only

that, the parameters of the term seemed to expand into

8 Alfred de Musset, “Letters of Dupuis and Cotonet” collected in “The
Complete Writings of Alfred de Musset” Volume 9 (1836 / 1908 p. 204).
9 Alfred de Musset, “Letters of Dupuis and Cotonet” collected in “The
Complete Writings of Alfred de Musset” Volume 9 (1836 / 1908 p. 222).
1 Henri Peyre, “What Is Romanticism?” (1977 p. 42).

1 wyndham Lewis, “The Diabolical Principle and The Dithyrambic
Spectator” (1931 p. 41 - 42).

12 Benjamin Constant, “Adolphe” (1816 / 1924 p. 39).
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increasingly incomprehensible realms.

It would not be completely true to say that romanticism
had fallen short of their expectations; it had, in a

certain respect, exceeded them.

“There i1s”, to heed lIsaiah Berlin’s word of warning, “a
kind of i1nverted pyramid. It Is a dangerous and a
confused subject, in which many have lost, 1 will not say

their senses, but at any rate their sense of direction” .13
And Berlin’s assessment certainly proved to be the case
for Dupuis and Cotonet. The pailr were faced, whether they
liked 1t or not, with the shadowy prospect of “infinity
and stardom”. Given the sheer Immensity of the term, it
was little wonder Dupuis and Cotonet lost their way.

I11. THE COURTSHIP

Let me turn your immediate attention from Alfred de
Musset’s satire, “The Letters of Dupuis and Cotonet’
(1836), to Friedrich Schlegel’s “Dialogue on Poetry’
(1799 - 1800) to consider the following passage.
Schlegel, 1 should add at this introductory stage, was a
critic whose contribution to literary history rests
largely on his expansive, if horribly florid “definition’
of romanticism or, as he referred to it, “romantic
poetry”’. It was particularly significant, in a historical
sense, as it constituted the first, initial attempt to

outline the parameters of the literary form.

“The world of poetry”, as Friedrich Schlegel explained,
“1s as infinite and inexhaustible as the riches of
animating nature with her plants, animals, and formations

13 Isaiah Berlin, “The Roots of Romanticism” (1965 / 1999 p. 1).
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of every type, shape, and color. Nor are the artificial
or natural products which bear the form and name of poems
easily included under the most inclusive term. And what
are they, compared with the unformed and unconscious
poetry 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 bosom of women? This, however, is the
primeval poetry without which there would be no poetry of

words” . %

Friedrich Schlegel and his parodic counterpart, de
Musset’s Clerk, shared a common literary interest, but it
was somewhat “deeper” than that. It certainly led
Schlegel on a path which descended very sharply indeed to
a remote and largely inaccessible point: the substratum,
not just of “romantic poetry’, but of nature itself. And
things, as you might well imagine, were of an entirely
different order “down there’.

Schlegel, for instance, talked quite freely of an
assortment of images In the same breath as they all
expressed a single, underlying principle.® That the
‘plant that stirred’, the “light that shone” and “the
child that smiled” ordinarily had little to do with one
another was no longer strictly true: deep down they were
all one and the same. The Clerk was also at liberty to
talk, albeit for comic effect, of “weeping stars’, of
“sighing winds”, and “birds in flight” in the same

highfalutin and indiscriminate manner.16

4 Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms’
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 53 - 54).

5 Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 54).

6 Alfred de Musset, “Letters of Dupuis and Cotonet” collected in “The
Complete Writings of Alfred de Musset” Volume 9 (1836 / 1908 p. 209 -
210).
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Having plummeted to this elemental point - an all
encompassing principle of nature, Schlegel and de
Musset’s Clerk set out to aggrandise the standing of
romanticism to an incalculable degree. It had, after all,
unearthed certain relations, interrelations more
specifically, that were not necessarily “common
knowledge”. The literary form had struck up an
affiliation with nature and was privy to Its arcane
practices.

While de Musset capitalised on the kinship for satirical
purposes, the same could not be said of Schlegel; he
sought, In all seriousness, not only to appropriate, but
exploit a number of nature’s characteristics for his own
theoretical ends. It allowed the critic to talk of his
romantic “theory” as i1f 1t were as Immeasurable and

indefinable as nature itself.

However, the range of its territorial advantage was
offset by the crude bond that constituted its basis. The
grounds, to take Schlegel’s unifying enterprise to hand,
was founded on all that was “primeval” and “unconscious’
- hardly the most helpful of qualities if, like Dupuis
and Cotonet, one wishes to get to the bottom of
romanticism in one respect or another; in fact, they

rather impede the effort from the start.

“For this is the beginning of all poetry”, as Schlegel
went on to explain, “to cancel the progression and laws
of rationally thinking reason, and to transplant us once

again into the beautiful confusion of imagination, iInto

15



the original chaos of human nature’.! Let us suppose
Schlegel was entirely correct and the starting point of
“romantic poetry” did indeed constitute the suspension,
iT not negation of “reason’, as he suggested, then the
likes of Dupuis and Cotonet were, given their rational
disposition, rather ill equipped to ever get to the
bottom of the term.

While Schlegel’s avid interest In all that was vegetal
certainly worked to the advantage of his unitary aim, it
did the likes of Dupuis and Cotonet absolutely no favours
at all; 1t made the task of defining romanticism
tremendously difficult, 1T not wholly impossible.

“We are”, as Schlegel attempted to explain In his own
flowery way, “able to perceive the music of the universe
and to understand the beauty of the poem because a part
of the poet, a spark of his creative spirit, lives iIn us
and never ceases to glow with secret force deep under the

ashes of our self-induced unreason”.!®

Dupuis and Cotonet would not have appreciated, had they
come across a copy of The Athenaum (a short lived
periodical in which the “Dialogue on Poetry” originally
appeared), Schlegel’s talk of “secret” forces, sparks of
“creative spirit’ and they certainly would not have
welcomed his mention of “the ashes of our self-induced
unreason” very warmly at all. Nor, on the other hand,
would Schlegel have been the least bit tolerant of their
desire to contain the most “infinite and inexhaustible”

of “worlds”, as he called “romantic poetry’, within the

I Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 86).
8 Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms’

(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 54).
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tight confines of a concise, straightforward
explanation.® “Defining”’, as Frederick Hiebel warned,
“means to set down finite limits”.20 And setting down
“Finite limits” would have inhibited, if not completely

compromised Schlegel”s ambitious plans.

“It is not necessary’, as Schlegel might have
condescended to tell Dupuis and Cotonet, “for anyone to
sustain and propagate poetry through clever speeches and
precepts, or, especially, to try to produce it, invent
it, establish it, and impose upon it restrictive laws”.?%
Schlegel, suffice to say, was a fine one to talk; his
“theory” of “romantic poetry” was i1tself something of a
paragon of ingenuity. Nevertheless, given Schlegel’s
apparent “hostility’” to rational thought, his
disinclination to conform to “restrictive laws”, not to
mention his “promiscuous’, If uncustomary concupiscent
leaning to mingle and with all that was “unconscious’,
Dupuis and Cotonet were never likely to fully comprehend
the term. The pair had, in fact, been told something very
similar indeed when the Clerk warned them: “You may try
in vain to seize the butterfly’s wing” but “the dust that
colors it will be all you can hold in your fingers” .22
After a dozen years of, iIn their words, “anxious
thought”, Dupuis and Cotonet’s investigations realised an

equally derisory return.?®

¥ Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 53 - 54).

2 Frederick Hiebel, “Novalis and the Problem of Romanticism” (1947 p.
520).

2 Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 54).

2 Alfred de Musset, “Letters of Dupuis and Cotonet” collected in “The
Complete Writings of Alfred de Musset’, Volume 9 (1836 / 1908 p.
209).

% Alfred de Musset, “Letters of Dupuis and Cotonet” collected in “The
Complete Writings of Alfred de Musset’, Volume 9 (1836 / 1908 p.
204).
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Dupuis and Cotonet were not, like Schlegel, the least bit
attuned to “the music of the universe’.? 1t was not music
they heard but a muddle of enigmatic noises and the dull
racket left them dumbfounded. It may be tempting, if one
is so inclined, to close ranks with Schlegel, as many
have done, and level something Julian Green wrote in
their direction: “The quality of their instruments’,
turning to a page of his novel “The Closed Garden’
(1928), “corresponds poorly with the intentions of the
composer” .25 But to say something as dismissive as that
is, | believe, entirely unjustified.

The problem had not so much to do with the “quality’ of
Dupuis and Cotonet’s “instruments’, their intellectual
faculties in this case, but rested solely on the
“intentions’ of a thoroughly irrational and insensible
“composer”’, that i1s to say nature itself. To jump to
their defence, Dupuis and Cotonet were not able to follow
its “iIntentions’ nor appreciate i1ts so called “music’ as
they were faced with an indecipherable and senseless

Score.

Romanticism could not be “enumerated” in plain language;
it was hostile to anything that was communicable,
ordinary or determinate. The “secrets” i1t had it impart
were far more esoteric than that. The romantics in
general, and Schlegel in particular, attributed an
exorbitant amount of importance to that which was
incommunicable, extraordinary and indeterminate.

“Romance, as currently used, then, denotes”, according to

% Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 54).

% Julian Green, “The Closed Garden” (1928 p. 132). Translated by
Henry Longan Stuart. Harper & Brothers, New York.

18



Wyndham Lewis, “what is unreal or unlikely, or at all
events not present, in contrast to what is scientifically
true and accessible to the senses here and now. Or it is,
in Its purest expression, what partakes of the

marvellous, the extreme, the unusual” .26

The romantics had found In nature a perfect foil.

“The language of nature”, turning to a notable expert in
the field, Arthur Schopenhauer, “is not understood
because 1t 1s too simple” .2’ Schopenhauer spoke with
considerable authority on the subject; his own doctrine,
as we will hear in one of the proceeding chapters,
enthroned the most simpleminded and abhorrent of nature’s
powers, the will, to prevail over i1t. Schlegel did not
happen to share any of Schopenhauer’s reservations; he
considered nature a thing of beauty, but, for all i1ts coy
smiles, 1t remained inexpressible: “The sublime because

it 1s unutterable, can be expressed only allegorically” .28

Whether it was Schlegel’s “theory” of “romantic poetry”,
de Musset’s wordsmith - the Clerk, or, indeed, Arthur
Schopenhauer’s contemptible doctrine of will, romanticism
could not be defined nor, for that matter, did it wish to
be defined, as words struggled, if not failed to
faithfully reflect its instrumental courtship with
nature. “One cannot’, as Schlegel declared, “really speak
of poetry, except in the language of poetry”.2% But as the
“language of poetry’ was said to take its cue from all

that was “primeval” and insensible it made It something

% Wyndham Lewis, “Time and Western Man”® (1927 p. 27).

27 Arthur Schopenhauer, “On the Will in Nature® (1836 / 1992 p. 67).
8 Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 89 — 90).

% Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 53 - 54).
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of an onerous task to speak of it all. It is difficult,
in this particular respect, not to harbour an enormous
amount of sympathy for Dupuis and Cotonet. It hardly
comes as much of a surprise they reached the end of their

tether and arrived at their disheartening conclusion.

While Friedrich Schlegel was intent to hide the meaning
of “romantic poetry” In an extensive and overpoweringly
fragrant bed of flowers, or, in the case of de Musset’s
Clerk, obscure 1t in the shadowy folds of the firmament,
Dupuis and Cotonet were eager to expose the whole matter
to sunlight. But romanticism, from the little one can
tell at this early stage, was a wantonly heliophobic form
that reveled, not only iIn 1ts expansive, dimly lit
surroundings, but also the dull, vegetal companionship i1t
kept.

Dupuis and Cotonet would have been far happier had they
been told a clear, succinct explanation as to what was
exactly meant by the term. It would have allowed the
socialites, if the question were ever to rear its head in
conversation again, to confidently repeat what they had
been told word for word. Unfortunately, the matter at
hand afforded them no such luxury, nor did it simply end

there.

Schlegel was not sufficiently satisfied to obscure the
meaning of romanticism, as indeed the likes of Dupuis and
Cotonet learnt to their cost; he was possessed by a far
more ambitious desire and that desire was, as 1
suggested, to submerse “everything’, not just “romantic
poetry”, in a murky “primordial” pool. Then, and only
then, was he able to speak of them as so many expressions

of his totalising poetic vision.
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“Schlegel’s philosophical endeavors were guided”, as Hans
Eichner wrote in an eponymous study of the critic, “by
two vague but powerful concepts: that of the “absolute
unity” of the universe and that of its “infinite
plentitude” or variety”.30 Not that Schlegel was alone in
his endeavours. Schopenhauer’s doctrine also entertained
the two concepts, the “will” and i1ts “representation’ as
he saw fit to call them, and sought, like Schlegel, to
reconcile the ““absolute unity”” of nature’s will with
its “infinite variety”’ by much the same means. And those
means proved, In both examples, reductive in the extreme.

I11. TWO IMPEDIMENTS

To that end, Schlegel and Schopenhauer iInduced, as it
were, two prominent “impediments’. To say something to
the effect that they were “afflicted” with them would
indubitably encourage the mistaken impression that they,
the “impediments”, acted in a detrimental way. They
almost certainly blunted the percipient and intellectual
focus of their respective schemes, but that rather

suited, even facilitated their unifying aims.

The “impediments”’, as | have called them, afforded the
equally shrewd figures a number of extremely beneficial
allowances; they can hardly be said, not by any stretch
of the imagination, to have constituted an “affliction’
taking into account their primary objective. And that, to
clarify matters, was to unify all that was disparate by
means of a single mantle, be 1t poetic or philosophic.

Schlegel and Schopenhauer exploited, most prominently of

% Hans Eichner, “Friedrich Schlegel” (1970 p. 77).
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all, a certain visual impediment; it was akin to a
chronic “presbyopic” condition that acted to soften the
sharp divisions between one thing and another to such an
extent that everything settled in an indeterminate and,
in the example of Schopenhauer’s scheme, particularly
noxious haze. “The romanticists”, as John C. Blankenagel
wrote some decades ago in a nonetheless perceptive essay,
“The Dominant Characteristics of German Romanticism’
(1940), “were concerned less with a clear, visible world
than with unfathomed depths, the unconscious, boundless

emotions, and longing” .31

The “condition’, to take an earlier example, made it
extremely difficult, 1f not impossible to distinguish
Schlegel’s “plants” from the Clerk’s “stars’; they were
regarded within such an enormous, opaque cloud that it
effectively obliterated difference altogether. The
‘plants” and “stars” may well have been expressions of a
single principle, but whatever alliance they were said to
have was certainly not of a visual or somatic variety.

“““Romance””, turning once again to the painter, Wyndham
Lewis, “is what is unusual, not normal, mysterious, not
visible, perhaps not susceptible at all of visual
treatment” .32 While their visual “impediment” proved
enormously efficacious in a theoretical sense — it
allowed Schlegel and Schopenhauer, as we will hear, to
talk of the world’s “unity”, it took a brazen liberty
with all things of singular standing. Not least of all
the individual subject, whose i1dentity, as I intend to
explain, was plunged, head first, into a gigantic and

dispersonating common pool.

31 John C. Blankenagel, “The Dominant Characteristics of German
Romanticism” (1940 p. 6).
%2 wyndham Lewis, “Time and Western Man” (1927 p. 23).
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Neither Schlegel nor Schopenhauer appeared to value the
subject, the individual person, in a singular sense, but
a collective one that attributed an enormous amount of
importance to what was often obliquely described as his
“inner-nature”. The term did not describe a coalescence
of minds; it did not, to prevent you from drawing an
abrupt and mistaken impression, appertain to the
intellect at all, but an “unconscious’ power of nature -
a completely unknown quantity, whose scope was said to
exceed all known bounds.

Secondly, Schlegel and Schopenhauer lapsed, at times,
into something that, for all intent and purposes,
resembled an “aphasic” state. This particular
“Impediment’, marked by convenient spells of
obmutescence, proved just as beneficial as their impaired
state of vision. Having identified an aphonic force of
nature as their touchstone, Schlegel and Schopenhauer
made 1t all too easy if, for whatever reason, they found
themselves wanting In some respect or other, to roll out
its lolling tongue for corroboration. It allowed them to
excuse themselves on account of their reticent “muse”

whose ways, ultimately, remained a mystery.

Both writers absolved themselves, as | intend to argue,
from intellectual scrutiny through their beneficial
“courtship” with nature. It was an extremely advantageous
alliance to have at hand if one wished, as they did, to
unite all worldly phenomena by means of its lowest common
denominator: an unintelligible, invisible and infinite
principle. As a direct result, it made it tremendously
difficult to bring either of them to task, intellectually
speaking, as the point of unity between nature and their
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respective subjects was neither appreciable nor readily
understood. The basis of their schemes was certainly
profound, but remained indiscernible to both the

intellect and naked eye.

To have aligned, from its inception, the “sacred
mysteries of nature and poetry’ was, to his credit, an
ingenious stratagem on Schlegel’s part and an enormously

beneficial “encumbrance’ for him to have had at hand.3®

Not that Schopenhauer was any less culpable. His doctrine
of nature’s will, coming nearly twenty years after
Schlegel’s romantic “theory”, also capitalised, to no
less an extent, on i1ts fundamental unintelligibility. “We
are plunged’, as Schopenhauer surmised, “iInto a sea of
riddles and incomprehensibilities and have no thorough
and direct knowledge and understanding of either things

or ourselves”._®

While the joint force of their “presbyopic” and “aphasic’
“impediments’ approximated, to some degree, the
meretricious “riches’ of nature and afforded Schlegel and
Schopenhauer a fanciful “luxury” (for their theories were
now as large and insensible as “she”), it engendered a
certain snobbishness, contempt even, towards things that
were neither universal, infinite nor, as | recently said,
readily apparent to either the intellect or eye. “Only in
relation to the infinite’, as Schlegel haughtily claimed,

“1s there meaning and purpose; whatever lacks such a

relation is absolutely meaningless and pointless’.* Their

3 Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 55).

3 Arthur Schopenhauer, “On the Will in Nature® (1836 / 1992 p. 110).
35 Friedrich Schlegel, “Lucinde and the Fragments” (1797 - 1799 /
1971 p. 241).
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supercilious attitude to all that was finite was most
apparent of all in their estimation and evaluation of the

individual subject.

The question of romanticism was not, as | suggested in
one of the opening paragraphs, strictly a
“lexicographical concern”. If one takes Into account
Schlegel’s poetic aim - to harmonise everything In nature
by means of an arcane, delitescent principle - i1t threw,
from the beginning, the customary distinctions between
one thing and another into doubt. Not to say the basis,
nor indeed objective of the critic’s consanguineous
scheme was any more certain. Schlegel’s inceptive
“theory” raises, i1f nothing else, a number of far wider
philosophical problems which, as I will proceed to
explain, are most keenly “felt” iIn an ontological sense.

Schlegel’s individual subject, the “romantic poet’, was
not only implicated, but constituted the focus of his
monistic scheme. “Indeed”’, turning to Schlegel, “there is
and never has been for us humans any other object or
source of activity and joy but that one poem of the
godhead of the earth, of which we, too, are part and
flower”.3%® “Aren’t there individuals’, as Schlegel asked
elsewhere, “who contain within themselves whole systems
of individuals?”.?® Schopenhauer was by no means an
exception: “Every individual, every human apparition and
its course of life’, as he wrote in “The World as Will
and Representation” (1818), “is only one more short dream

of the endless spirit of nature” .38

% Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 54).

37 Friedrich Schlegel, “Lucinde and the Fragments” (1797 — 1799 /
1971 p. 196).

% Arthur Schopenhauer, “The World as Will and Representation”, Vol. |
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Neither Schlegel nor Schopenhauer appeared to value the
subject on account of his singularity, bodily or
otherwise, but by virtue of his commonality. That which
they prized was a deep seated and somewhat unpleasant
sounding limaceous quality, his “inmost” nature, their
respective subjects were said to share with one and all.
In a certain respect, it afforded all people an
incredible luxury, 1f one happens to consider flailing
about In an anonymous, gigantic “primeval’ pool a
luxurious prospect. In another, i1t reduced them to a
coagulated mass, that is to say, their most rudimentary
state. Schlegel called i1t, as we already know, the
“unconscious’ while Schopenhauer described i1t, perhaps

more faithfully, as the “root point of existence”.®

All that that was infinite, impersonal and insensate took
precedence over that which was finite, definitive and
personal. In prioritising one set of qualities over
another, Schlegel and Schopenhauer widened the parameters
of a thoroughly unappealing communal pool and opened its
turbid waters to “all”. The latter with considerably more
gusto than the former; Schlegel, as we will hear in the
following chapter, could not bring himself to permit any

more than a favoured few.

IT the monistic association between “one and all” was
secured by such crude and general ties what possible
value could it be said to have had? It could hardly be
described as the most intellectually rewarding of
associations if, as seemed likely, it was motivated by

the prospect of “gaining” the “meretricious riches”, as 1

(1818 / 1966 p. 322).
39 Arthur Schopenhauer, “The World as Will and Representation”, Vol.
11 (1844 / 1966 p. 325).
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described them, of a grandiose, If insensate vision of
nature (presuming one is that way inclined and suitably
impressed by big and vacuous things).* What cost, one may
well ask, did Schlegel and Schopenhauer’s fervid desire

for unification exact?

It is my contention that the individual subject - the
“corporeal man with hide and hair” as a certain writer
described him, came out of the association most poorly of

all. 4

IV. THE GROUNDS OF THE PRESENT STUDY

Allow me take this opportunity to narrow the scope a
little 1n an effort to clarify my own particular interest
in the subject. | should start by making it absolutely
clear that 1 do not, not even remotely, share Dupuis and
Cotonet’s desire to “define’ romanticism. It is
impossible or, at any rate, improbable given its
favourable predisposition towards all that was
“‘universal”, “infinite” and “insensible’. 1 have no
intention, if i1t is not already too late in the day, to

follow in their particular footsteps.

To define romanticism and, at the same time, satisfy the
exacting standards of a Dupuis or a Cotonet almost
certainly exceeds my ability. Not that I particularly
identify or, for that matter, agree with Schlegel, de
Musset’s effusive Clerk or Arthur Schopenhauer, but 1
recognise, If not always appreciate, their desire to

transgress customary bounds.

4 Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 53).
4 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 28).
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In one respect, the present study has taken a great deal
of heart from Schlegel’s romantic vision, at least in its
preliminary stages. The critic aspired to unite all
literary forms whether they were poetic, philosophic,
dramatic or prosaic; nor, to Schlegel’s further credit,
did the passage of time engender any particular reverence

for “movements”’ and the like.

Schlegel wished to break down all borderlines, generic,
chronological or otherwise, between one form and another.
They were all expressions of the “world spirit” and the
‘world spirit” was indivisible. “Everything
interpenetrates everything else’, Schlegel suggested,
“and everywhere there is one and the same spirit, only
expressed differently”.* Schlegel’s aim was, in a
literary sense, extremely admirable even if i1t spiraled
out of control and eventually got the better of him.

The present thesis is best described as a thematic and
interpretative study. While my aspirations are rather
more modest, to put it mildly, than Schlegel’s the thesis
can be said, in a literary sense, to work towards a
similar objective. | intend to draw from various sources,
regardless of their origination, not for the sake of
anything as arcane or grandiose as the “world spirit’,
but in the hope of presenting a more rounded picture,

simply speaking, of the particular “problem” at hand.

“It is the right of a new age”, as René Wellek made a
point of saying in “Concepts of Criticism” (1963), “to
look for its own ancestors and even to pull passages out

of their context’.® In one sense, Wellek describes

“ Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry” (1968 p. 82).
43 René Wellek, “The Concept of Romanticism in Literary History”
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something of the “interpretative allowances” 1 have
granted myself. While 1 am eager to identify, not only
“ancestors’, but progeny, as it were, of Schlegel and
Schopenhauer’s legacy, 1 am reluctant to “pull passages’
completely out of “context”’, even iIf It amounts, in
certain instances, to a thematic interpretation of the
term (most obvious of all in my various references to
works of “fiction” which proffer, In my opinion, certain
“‘pictorial” benefits which, as 1 hope, aid
understanding).

I will refer, from time to time, to a disparate
collection of writers, many of whom, as | said, are
novelists - not because | wish to satisfy a gratuitous
personal whim, but in an effort to emphasise the extent
to which a problem, emanating from their respective
schemes, has exceeded not only the bounds of their times,
but also the circle of discussion that ordinarily
accompanies a critique of Schlegel and Schopenhauer’s
work. The “problem”, as 1 have called 1t, 1s not confined
to one area of thought nor, for that matter, one period
of time; it has troubled philosophers, novelists,
painters and poets alike regardless, to put it very
simply, of their actual date of birth or “intellectual
allegiance” they may, iIn certain cases, be said to have
had.

I believe it i1s insightful to “emphasize’, as you may
remember Henri Peyre saying a little earlier, “certain
characteristics” in an effort, not only to identify a
notable motif of romanticism, but trace its, | hesitate
to say “evolution”, but change of emphasis in the work of

three writers, two of whom 1 have already mentioned -

collected in “Concepts of Criticism” (1963 p. 158).
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namely Friedrich Schlegel (1772 — 1829) and Arthur
Schopenhauer (1788 - 1860), but also another whose name,
until now, has remained undisclosed; his name, rather
penname, was Max Stirner (1806 / 1856).44

I intend, with this aspiration in mind, to follow, not
strictly a “characteristic’ per se, but a figure, that of
the individual subject. The said writers - Schlegel,
Schopenhauer and Stirner have certainly made the present
task somewhat easier than i1t might otherwise have been as
each of their theses revolved, to no less an extent,
around a central “figure’. Schlegel’s subject was, as 1
have already mentioned, the “romantic poet’, Schopenhauer
called his, rather misleadingly in light of his
questionable judgment, the “subject of knowledge” and
Stirner, objecting to the all too general tone of the
term “man’ saw fit, betraying, at the same time,
something of his particular weakness for things of a more
determinate and contrary standing, to name his subject

the “un-man’.

The three figures attributed an equally privileged
position, within each of their schemes, to the individual
subject. Their understanding of “individuality”, though
varying wildly in emphasis, was of fundamental iImportance
to Schlegel, Schopenhauer and Stirner alike. The subject
was, in all three examples, the linchpin and key to their

work.

“It is individuality’, turning immediately to Schlegel,
“‘which is the original and eternal within man”.45

Schopenhauer was similarly emphatic: “Man carries the

“ Henri Peyre, “What Is Romanticism?” (1977 p. 42).
% Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 155).
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ultimate fundamental secrets within himself, and this
fact is accessible to him in the most immediate way. Here
only, therefore, can he hope to find the key to the
riddle of the world, and obtain a clue to the inner
nature of all things”.% On another page of the same
volume, we hear Schopenhauer say: “nature has her centre
in every individual for each one is the entire will”_.¥
And the importance Stirner attributed to his own
individuality was no less ardently expressed: “1 too
cannot get out of my skin, but have my law in my whole

nature, in myself”.*

All three writers may well have attributed a similarly
supreme value to the individual subject, but none of them
would have agreed as to what actually constituted his
“real” nature; nevertheless, 1t was something they all
sought to identify in an attempt to substantiate their

broader claims.

“Starting with the romantics”, as Henri Peyre wrote in
another of his books, “Literature and Sincerity’ (1963),
“man set himself up, in literature, as the measure of all

things”.* “The self’, he wrote a page or two before, “was

the ultimate reality for all the romantics, from which
all else radiated’.> We hear, if we turn to Wyndham
Lewis” insightful, amusingly opinionated and largely
neglected philosophical work - “Time and Western Man~

(1927), a similar sentiment: “For our only terra firma in

46 Arthur Schopenhauer, “The World as Will and Representation”, Vol.
11 (1844 / 1966 p. 179.

47 Arthur Schopenhauer, “The World as Will and Representation”, Vol.
11 (1844 /7 1966 p. 599).

48 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 146).

49 Henri Peyre, “Literature and Sincerity” (1963 p. 120).

50 Henri Peyre, “Literature and Sincerity” (1963 p. 118).
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a boiling and shifting world is, after all, our “self””_51
Quickly turning to H. G. Schenk’s “The Mind of the
European Romantics” (1966), we hear, once again, much the
same sort of thing. “When all i1deas and ideals were once
again in the melting pot’, Schenk wrote, “it was not
unnatural that the individual self might seem to be the

only firm anchor” .52

While Peyre’s estimation of the subject’s ascendant
position in the work Schlegel, Schopenhauer and Stirner
certainly rings true, the “self” of which he confidently
spoke, along with Lewis and Schenk, was by no means an
agreed or certain i1dea among them. Quite the opposite, iIn
fact. The “ultimate reality’, as Peyre described i1t, was
not something that was necessarily agreed upon among the
romantics. If, for instance, we turn to Max Stirner, we
hear him tell us in one ear: “only the un-man i1s a real
man” ;5 while, In the other, we hear Schopenhauer tell us
something entirely different: the “will alone is real”.%
It was an opinion he reiterated on another page of the
same work: “the will is what i1s real and essential iIn

man” .5 As for Schlegel, he believed: “Man is Nature

creatively looking back at itself~.%®

The “question of self”, for want of a better expression,

was highly contentious and very much open to debate.

Stirner, Schlegel and Schopenhauer all claimed to have

51 Wyndham Lewis, “Time and Western Man” (1927 p. 5).

52 H. G. Schenk, “The Mind of the European Romantics” (1966 p. 50).
% Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own”> (1844 / 1995 p. 159).

54 Arthur Schopenhauer, “The World as Will and Representation”, Vol.
11 (1844 / 1966 p. 500).

% Arthur Schopenhauer, “The World as Will and Representation”, Vol.
11 (1844 / 1966 p. 215).

56 Friedrich Schlegel, “Lucinde and the Fragments” (1797 - 1799 /
1971 p. 243).

32



discovered the subject’s “true’ nature; for the former,
it had an entirely physical, 1If creaky standing of its
own that came to its abrupt and almost hysterical
conclusion at the tips of his fingers and toes; while
Schopenhauer and Schlegel described, overlooking the
divergent question of its temperament, an elemental,
imperishable and collective force of nature that was said
to lurk about “within” the subject as indeed it lurked
about “within” everything else. “What presents and
maintains the phenomenon of the world”, as Schopenhauer
wrote, “is the will that also lives and strives in every

individual”.% If one turns to Schlegel, one hears: “no
man 1s merely man, but that at the same time he can and

should be genuinely and truly all mankind. Therefore, man
in reaching out time and again beyond himself to seek and
find the complement of his Innermost being in the depths

of another” .58

While Schlegel and Schopenhauer attributed an exorbitant
amount of importance to the subject’s “iInner-nature’ - a
reputedly “infinite’ quality that, to reiterate the
point, extended well beyond the outer extremities of his
own person into the world at large, Stirner valued that
which was finite: his bodily presence and personality.
The “ultimate reality”, as Stirner saw it, assumed a
wildly distorted image of its own bearer — the “Stirner
personality” itself; whereas Schopenhauer firmly believed
it represented an underlying, all encompassing “essence’
of nature. The same was true of Schlegel; he also talked,
as we have heard, of “individuality” as an “eternal”’

quality found, somewhere or other, “within’ the “romantic

57 Arthur Schopenhauer, “Parerga and Paralipomena’, Vol. Il (1851 /
1974 p. 218).

% Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 54).
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poet” and nature alike.>°

Stirner’s ontology certainly did not, like Schlegel or
Schopenhauer’s, extend, as 1 suggested, beyond the cuffs
of his sleeves or the tips of his shoes or, for that
matter, beyond the span of his lifetime, but it
harboured, nonetheless, a similar intent. All three
writers aspired to distend the subject’s “true’ nature,
wherever i1t was to be found, to an incalculable, all
encompassing degree.

Opinions were wholly divided as to what exactly
constituted the aforementioned “self’; nor, to take
particular issue with Lewis and Schenk, can it be said to
have constituted any sort of “terra firma’ or firmly
secured “anchor’. The very question of “self” was, as |
hope to i1llustrate, hotly contested and a matter of the
utmost uncertainty. None more so, | propose, than its
presentation in the work of Friedrich Schlegel and Arthur
Schopenhauer and portrayal in Max Stirner’s highly
theatrical work of political philosophy, “The Ego and its
Own” (1844).

The question of “self” was certainly not restricted to
the three writers 1 have mentioned; it appeared to
unsettle and perplex a great many of them, not all of
whom, to repeat the point, were affiliated, in a
chronological sense, with romanticism. While the problems
associated with pinpointing the basis of “selfhood” or
individuality endured well beyond the handful of decades
allotted to romanticism, its emergence can almost

certainly be traced back, 1 believe, to a number of

% Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms~
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 155).
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writers associated with i1t.
V. A CAPTIVE OF THE EARTH?

Let me take this opportunity to take a general, if rather
cursory “survey’, so to speak, among a handful of
“romantic”’ writers not only to set a “common scene’, but
to substantiate my broader claim that the question of
“selft’” represented a “notable motif” of the literary
form. It certainly proved a significant stumbling block
for a greater majority of them.

One question, above all others, comes to the fore; it
was, | believe, the quintessential question Schlegel,
Schopenhauer and Stirner all hoped to answer in the
course of their respective studies.

In the first and earliest reference, taken from the first
volume of Etienne Pivert de Sénancour’s desultory but, at
times, brilliantly piercing collection of letters,
“Obermann” (1803), we read the following: “l questioned
my problematic destiny, my storm-tossed heart, and that
incomprehensible Nature which includes all things and yet
seems not to include the satisfaction of my desires. What

in the world am I? said 1 to myself” .60

Turning quickly to the second point of reference, taken
from Gérard de Nerval’s “Aurelia” (1855), we hear him
ask: ““How can I have existed so long”, | said to myself,
“outside Nature and without i1dentifying myself with her?
Everything lives, everything acts, everything
corresponds; the magnetic rays emanating from myself or

% Etienne Pivert de Sénancour, “Obermann”, Vol. 1 (1804 / 1910 p. 22
- 23).
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others traverse unimpeded the infinite chain of created
things; It is a transparent network which covers the
world, and i1ts fine threads communicate from one another
to the planets and the stars. I am now a captive on the
earth, but 1 converse with the choiring stars, who share

my joys and sorrows!”” 6!

Thirdly, 1 would like to draw your attention to an entry
from Henri-Frédéric Amiel’s posthumous “Journal” (1882).
On the 12th September, 1870 Amiel asked: “At bottom, what
is individual life? A variation of an eternal theme — to
be born, to live, to feel, to hope, to love, to suffer,
to weep, to die. Some would add to these, to grow rich,
to think, to conquer; but in fact, whatever frantic
efforts one may make, however one may strain and excite
oneself, one can but cause a greater or slighter
undulation in the line of one’s destiny. Supposing a man
renders the series of fundamental phenomena a little more
evident to others or a little more distinct to himself,
what does i1t matter? The whole i1s still nothing but a
fluttering of the infinitely little, the insignificant
repetition of an invariable theme. In truth, whether the
individual exists or no, the difference is so absolutely
imperceptible in the whole of things that every complaint
and every desire i1s ridiculous. Humanity in its entirety
is but a flash in the duration of the planet, and the
planet may return to the gaseous state without the sun’s
feeling it even for a second. The individual is the

infinitesimal of nothing” .62

With the fourth point of reference, taken from an

unaccountably neglected novel - at least in translation,

61 Gérard de Nerval, “Aurelia’ (1855 / 1931 p. 51 - 52).
62 Henri-Frédéric Amiel, “Amiel’s Journal. The Journal Intime of
Henri-Frédéric Amiel” (1882 / 1901 p. 176).
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Alfred de Musset’s “The Confession of a Child of the
Century” (1836), an equal, in i1ts way, of both
Lermontov’s far more well known “A Hero of Our Times~
(1840) and Constant’s “Adolphe” (1816), we read: “And we,
poor nameless dreams, pale and sorrowful apparitions,
helpless ephemera, we who are animated by the breath of a
second, In order that death may exist, we exhaust
ourselves with fatigue In order to prove that we are
living for a purpose, and that something indefinable 1is
stirring within us”.% Earlier in the novel, Octave — de

Musset’s protagonist asks: “Are we that which i1s In
us?” .64

Turning to my fifth point of reference - Maurice de
Guérin’s “Journal” (1842), a work which has all the
piercing introspection of Sénancour near his best and all
the floweriness of Friedrich Schlegel at his worst, we
read: “this immense circulation of life within the broad
bosom of Nature, this life which springs from an
invisible fountain and swells the veins of the universe;
obeying 1ts upward impulse, it rises from kingdom to
kingdom, ever becoming purer and nobler, to beat at last
in the heart of man, the centre in to which flow form all
sides its thousand currents”.6 A little later in his
“Journal”, de Guérin asked: “Of what, then, is my nature

made?” .66

The preceding array of citations present a characteristic

and quite typical picture not the least bit unfamiliar to

8% Alfred de Musset, “The Confession of a Child of the Century” (1836
/ 1908 p. 330 - 331).

8 Alfred de Musset, “The Confession of a Child of the Century” (1836
/ 1908 p. 34).

65 Maurice de Guérin, “The Journal of Maurice de Guérin” (1842 / 1891
p. 78).

66 Maurice de Guérin, “The Journal of Maurice de Guérin” (1842 / 1891
p. 167).
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those acquainted with the work of Schlegel or
Schopenhauer. The subject finds himself at the foot of a
vast and intimidating backdrop, a temporal and spatial
setting adopted by many romantic writers - not just
Schlegel and Schopenhauer - which makes it incredibly
difficult for him, the subject, to establish anything,
not least of all his own person, with any degree of
clarity. Everything around him conspires to imperil the
effort from the start. The subject i1s engulfed by his
looming surroundings and made to feel, by comparison,
very small i1ndeed.

The subject is clearly implicated, so he imagined, In an
“infinite’ scheme, but the basis of the association
leaves him puzzled and bewildered. Maurice de Guérin
spoke very much in the same tones as Sénancour and de
Musset; he talked of the “immense circulation of life
within the broad bosom of Nature”; it sprang from an
‘invisible fountain” and swelled in “the veins of the
universe” as i1t did “in the heart of man’”.%” Whatever
affiliation the subject was said to have with nature, it
mystified de Guérin as greatly as it had mystified
Sénancour and de Musset before him. Faced with such
immense and “incomprehensible” forces what value could
Octave, Obermann, de Guérin and Amiel imagine themselves
to have had? Compared to nature, the individual came a
poor second best: he seemed, by comparison, diminutive,
ephemeral and insignificant - an “infinitesimal of

nothing”, as Amiel described him.68

We see, in the flurry of references, not only something

67 Maurice de Guérin, “The Journal of Maurice de Guérin® (1842 / 1891

p- 78).
% Henri-Frédéric Amiel, “Amiel’s Journal. The Journal Intime of
Henri-Frédéric Amiel” (1882 / 1901 p. 176).
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of Schlegel and Schopenhauer’s bleary eyed impediment,
their “presbyopia’ as I referred to it, which tended to
favour sweeping, whole scale views (most recognisable in
Amiel’s contribution when he said: “In truth, whether the
individual exists or no, the difference is so absolutely
imperceptible in the whole of things”), but also the
onset of their “aphasic” complaint.® 1f we turn, in this
respect, to Alfred de Musset, he certainly appeared to
struggle to account for the “indefinable something’, as
he described 1t, which apparently crept about inside of

him.

The question of self was not so easily answered. It posed
a formidable problem.

“What in the world am I? said 1 to myself’, as Obermann
asked.”0 Alfred de Musset seemed more than a little
uncertain too: “Are we that which is iIn us?”, as Octave
wondered.’l “At bottom”, as Amiel also asked, “what is
individual life?” .72 Not that Gérard de Nerval was any

sort of exception. ““How can 1 have existed so long””, as

he asked himselfT, outside Nature and without
identifying myself with her?””.” And Maurice de Guérin
was equally perplexed: “Of what, then, is my nature

made?” .74

The “problem” raises a number of pressing questions

% Henri-Frédéric Amiel, “Amiel’s Journal. The Journal Intime of
Henri-Frédéric Amiel” (1882 / 1901 p. 176).

 Etienne Pivert de Sénancour, “Obermann”, Vol. 1 (1804 / 1910 p. 22
- 23).

1 Alfred de Musset, “The Confession of a Child of the Century” (1836
/ 1908 p. 34).

2 Henri-Frédéric Amiel, “Amiel’s Journal. The Journal Intime of
Henri-Frédéric Amiel” (1882 / 1901 p. 176).

73 Gérard de Nerval, “Aurelia” (1855 / 1931 p. 51 - 52).

74 Maurice de Guérin, “The Journal of Maurice de Guérin” (1842 / 1891
p. 167).
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concerning the identity and presence of the individual
subject within a “universal” scheme. What, for instance,
constituted his “inmost” nature? Was it, as Octave
suggested, a ghostly sounding “something” which “stirred
within” him and, presumably, continues to “stir’ within
us?” Are we, then, to believe it was a means by which the
subject, the individual person, was able to “commune”, in
spirit, with an infinite and “incomprehensible” force of
nature? What advantage did 1t afford him? And what, more
importantly, was its capital drawback? The emphasis
placed on his delitescent nature, collective iIn scope and
elementary In character, appeared to do a tremendous
disservice to his singular standing as an individual
person. What of his more definitive qualities, his
personality for example? Was it not simply effaced for
the sake of universal ideal, a conjectural and purely

theoretical concern?

Let us now turn to the way in which Schlegel,
Schopenhauer and Stirner all addressed the question of
the subject’s “true’ nature.

V1. THE THREE SUBJECTS

The subject begins his life, as far as the present thesis
is concerned, in Schlegel’s “theory” of “romantic poetry’
as a willing, an all too willing, participant in a
monistic scheme: Schlegel’s syrupy and discerning idea of
nature itself. “Whoever doesn’t come to know Nature
through love”, as Schlegel credulously imagined, “will

never come to know her”.’®

s Alfred de Musset, “The Confession of a Child of the Century” (1836
/ 1908 p. 330 - 331).

76 Friedrich Schlegel, “Lucinde and the Fragments” (1797 - 1799 /
1971 p. 250).
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Schlegel aligned his romantic subject with a poeticised
and thoroughly fastidious idea of nature. It was, if only
on the surface, a happy and uncomplicated union; it
allowed, the “romantic poet”’, Schlegel’s subject, to feel
at one with its “infinite riches” as he shared, deep
down, its poetic and, in his particular example,
perfumatory “essence’: “Beautiful is what reminds us of
nature and thereby stimulates a sense of the infinite
fullness of life’.”” Schlegel’s affiliation with nature,
selective though 1t was, was not, given his predilection
for monumental and irresolvable ideas, without its

rewards.

Irrespective of the heavy costs the association
eventually came to exact, Schlegel’s subject did not
object in the least to submerging his identity with that
of nature as it distended his compass to an inordinate
degree. He was, so to speak, the sun, the moon and the
stars; his “inmost nature’, 1If nothing else about him,
was on a “universal’ scale. “No man i1s merely man~”,
Schlegel imagined, “but that at the same time he can and
should be genuinely and truly all mankind. Therefore, man
in reaching out time and again beyond himself to seek and
find the complement of his innermost being in the depths

of another, is certain to return ever to himself’_.78

Whether Schlegel’s subject had any intention of ever
snapping out his reverie and returning to himself, as it
were, was questionable to say the very least;

nevertheless, he certainly found his “compliment” in

77 Friedrich Schlegel, “Lucinde and the Fragments” (1797 - 1799 /
1971 p. 248).

8 Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 54).
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nature and the affinity, hospitable and generous as it

was, Filled Schlegel’s verdant poet with “joy”.

In the third chapter, the subject finds himself, to his
immediate horror, In Schopenhauer’s doctrine. It was a
far cry from Schlegel’s “theory”. While his affinity with
nature was no less as strong — for he too was implicated,
in the most elemental sense, In i1ts universal scheme, the

prospect was not nearly so enticing.

Schopenhauer’s subject also had the “luxury”’,
significantly less alluring In his case, of extending his
reach to an untold degree; he was no less privy to the
nature of the world for he also happened to share its
inherent character, the will. “The inner being i1tself”’,
turning to Schopenhauer, “is present whole and undivided
in everything in nature, in every living being”.” Unlike
the “romantic poet”’, the association struck him as

anything but complimentary.

Schopenhauer’s “subject of knowledge” did not regard
nature, as Schlegel was particularly prone to do, as a
mawkish collection of fragrant flowers, but a fierce,
deranged force which conspired, in the most predatory
sense, to derail, if not devour him. “How frightful is
this nature to which we belong!”, as the philosopher

exclaimed .80

Schopenhauer’s subject, having arrived at his terrifying
conclusion early on, thought it best, initially, to stick

his head in the sand and drown out, as best he could, its

79 Arthur Schopenhauer, “The World as Will and Representation”, Vol.
1 (1818 / 1966 p. 129).
8 Arthur Schopenhauer, “The World as Will and Representation”, Vol.
11 (1844 / 1966 p. 356).
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disturbing caterwaul with a wall of violins, flutes and
bassoons. When his first attempt at reprieve - his
immersion in music, came up short, as all temporary
solutions inevitably tend to do, Schopenhauer’s subject
set about the rather more conclusive task of dissolving
the relationship for good to secure his personal escape

from nature’s imbecilic will, no matter the cost.

Stirner’s “un-man’, quite unlike Schlegel or
Schopenhauer’s subject, did not, from the very start,
wish to be implicated in any sort of monistic or communal
scheme whether i1t happened to emanate from nature or not.
“To be a man”, as Stirner stated, “is not to realize the

ideal of man, but to present oneself, the individual”.®

Stirner’s objections, as we will hear In the fourth
chapter, went several steps further down the line than
those expressed by Schopenhauer’s “subject of knowledge’.
The “un-man” cut all ties, with immediate effect, with
every groupish affiliation that came his way. The
“individual’, as Stirner maintained, “is the

irreconcilable enemy of every generality”.%

The “un-man” did not seek his compliment anywhere as it
simply could not be found. To identify himself with an
extrinsic or adventitious idea would, ultimately, be to
his detriment; at best, it would only reflect a paltry
portion of himself, his “inner-spirit’, while the larger,
far more significant remainder — all that which Stirner
considered exclusively his “own”, would be left
unaccounted for and entirely ignored: “In all this the

individual, the individual man, is regarded as refuse,

81 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 163).
82 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 192).
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and on the other hand the general man, “man”, 1is

honoured” . %

The “un-man” demanded, above all else, to be regarded as
a tangible, autonomous and “unique” figure not a ghostly
“spirit” or generalised “essence” (for that would do an
unpardonable injustice to his demonstrable bodily
presence and irrepressible “personality”). Stirner’s
subject did not care i1n the least for whatever “higher”
reward his “inmost-nature’ was reputed to afford him.
“Stirner does not deny the existence of external causes’,
as John Welsh recently said, “He denies their legitimacy.
He rejects the claim that external causes are the
absolute source of meaning and allegiance. He rejects the
claim that external causes are everything and that the

person 1Is nothing~” .84

Stirner did not wish to convene In spirit with anything
if 1t was to the exclusion of his body and personality.
It would be tantamount to wishing himself away and
effacing his own identity for little more than the sake
of an extraneous i1dea. “If somebody told you you were
altogether spirit’, as a chest beating Stirner wrote,
“you would take hold of your body and not believe him,
but answer: “l have a spirit, no doubt, but do not exist

only as spirit, but as a man with a body”~.85

Not to say that Stirner did not entertain a similarly
heightened belief In himself, in his own individuality,
but unlike Schlegel’s “romantic poet” or Schopenhauer’s

“subject of knowledge”, it did not sneak about “within”

8 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own’> (1844 / 1995 p. 182).
8 John F. Welsh, “Max Stirner’s Dialectical Egoism. A New
Interpretation” (2010 p. 48).

85 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 31).
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him as a benign or, iIn Schopenhauer’s example, malign
monoousious entity. Stirner’s “might” was anything but
vicarious; it did not emanate from a second hand source -
nature iIn their case, but the corporeal, if overblown and
clownish caricature Max Stirner intently made of himself.
“He is himself”, as Amiel might well have said of
Stirner’s “un-man’, “principle, motive, and end of his

own destiny; he is himself, and that i1s enough for him~ .86

It 1s possible, 1 believe, to “chart” the subject’s
“passage” from his initial entry into the flowery and
seemingly endless maze of Schlegel’s romantic “theory’
through to the sinister underbelly of Schopenhauer’s
doctrine and eventually onto the rickety funfair of “The
Ego and Its Own” and see him emerge from the study an
altogether different figure, In a sense, from the one who
entered 1t.

“‘Within the modern period’”, turning to Peter McCormick,
“the shift from one ideology to another can be explained
as a new answer given to the same basic question”.8” The
question, need | say, was put most accurately of all by
Maurice de Guérin when he asked: “Of what, then, is my
nature made?” .8 Stirner’s “answer’, compared to that of
Schlegel or Schopenhauer, was certainly novel, but not so
novel that it could be considered entirely “new”. Certain

traits, for all Stirner’s novel iInnovations, remained.

In moving from one subject to another one is able to

detect, not only his gradual transformation from willing

% Henri-Frédéric Amiel, “Amiel’s Journal. The Journal Intime of
Henri-Frédéric Amiel” (1882 / 1901 p. 17).

87 pPeter McCormick, “The Concept of Self in Political Thought” (1979
p. 691).

88 Maurice de Guérin, “The Journal of Maurice de Guérin” (1842 / 1891
p. 167).
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monist (Schlegel”s naive, snooty poet) to unwilling
monist (Schopenhauer’s jumpy and understandably desperate
subject) to confirmed somatist (the recalcitrant figure
of the “un-man”), but his growing hostility to universal
schemes and eventual “liberation” from them. Not only
does one become aware of the subject’s emerging
independence, but also an incremental sense of his
presence and physical statue. By the end of the thesis,
the subject - Stirner’s “un-man”’ has apparently
“liberated” himself from all the universal, brooding
powers “within” and, without any outside “help” or
influence but his own, taken his first few unsteady
steps.

Stirner may well have successfully clambered out of one
gigantic “sea of riddles”, to use one of Schopenhauer’s
expressions, but he found himself, all the same, In a no
less troubling, 1f rather more exclusive paddling pool of
his own.® The source of Stirner’s “might’ - his “ego’,
unlike Schopenhauer’s will, may well have been an
entirely autogeneous quality, but it remained, for all
his insistence to the contrary, equally arcane. “The
tangled web”, as Herman Broch might have said of the
subject’s gradual transformation from universal essence
to egocentric personality, “unraveled itself only to be

knotted in fresh tangles”.®

The three figures placed, as I have said, a similarly
supreme value on the subject’s nature; however, the three
would certainly not have agreed, as their schemes

unfolded, as to where it actually resided. “To say that

8 Arthur Schopenhauer, “On the Will in Nature® (1836 / 1992 p. 110).
90 Herman Broch, “The Sleepwalkers” (1932 / 1996 p. 105). Translated
by Edwin & Willa Muir. Vintage International, NYC.
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the Romantic “believed” in the individual”, turning to
Margaret Scalan’s perceptive essay, “Le Vide Intérieur:
Self and Consciousness in Rene, Atala, and Adolphe”

(1979), “is to say what almost everyone will accept and

no one understand, for the attitude toward the self is by

no means consistent among the Romantics”.%

Stirner’s would have flatly rejected Schlegel’s
ontological account as well as i1ts far more detailed
exposition In Schopenhauer’s doctrine of will on the
grounds that it was not only fallacious, but escapist iIn
the extreme. They claimed to speak of one thing, the
individual subject, when, in actual fact, they were
speaking of his “iInner-nature’ which did not exclusively
belong to him or anyone else for that matter: it was
anything but individual. The subject’s personal
qualities, on the other hand, hardly aroused, iIn an
affirmative sense, their curiousity or interest, rather,

it was “his” universality which captivated them.

IT one tries to imagine what their “subdermal’” subject
might look like, one gets little, if any, sense of his
terrenity. This, | believe, is exactly where the pinch
can begin to be felt. It is only with the greatest
difficulty that one is able to picture either Schlegel’s
“romantic poet”’ or Schopenhauer’s “subject of knowledge’
at all. Even then, one is faced with a phantasmagorical,
featureless “everyman” not a distinct, corporeal or

remotely recognisable person.

Schlegel and Schopenhauer afforded significantly less

value to the subject’s integumental qualities, his “hide

91 Margarat Scalan, “Le Vide Intérieur: Self and Consciousness in
René, Atala, and Adolphe” (1979 / 80 p. 30).
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and hair’ as Stirner has already described them.%
Schlegel and Schopenhauer”s emphasis on all that was
diffuse and visceral “within” expressed, as Stirner would
no doubt have said, “a concern for man as man, not as a

person”.%

The kernel outweighs the shell: this, to put it very
simply indeed, is what one learns from Schlegel and
Schopenhauer. 1t may well, of course, be true, but only
in the sense that the Venus de Milo is also,
petrologically speaking, little more than a glorified
lump of stone. The subject was supremely important to
Schlegel and Schopenhauer, not because he was a distinct,
singular figure, but on account of his amorphous make up:
his “inner-nature’. It was a stark, quite featureless
generality which reflected little, 1If a single definitive
thing, of the subject concerned. It was common to one and
all. Not that Stirner’s objections to Schlegel and
Schopenhauer would have ended there.

Their ontology pointed in a single direction and that
direction led towards a tight exit through which the pair
hoped to escape themselves, albeit for different reasons,
to reconvene with all that was universal. Schlegel and
Schopenhauer wished to leave the “limitations” of their
individuality behind for the greener, less involved

pastures of “life” eternal.

“‘Rid, rid!”, Stirner shouted, “That is its battlecry, get

rid even of yourselves”.% That which Schlegel and

Schopenhauer valued was nothing more than a very handy

% Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own”> (1844 / 1995 p. 28).
93 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 28).
94 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 148).
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means of escape that allegedly “liberated” their
respective subjects from all that was bodily, earthly and
essentially his in favour of whatever “riches” were to be

found elsewhere.

To put it another way, it iIs somewhat like the owner of a
grand house talking very fondly, not strictly about the
house itself — its upkeep, after all, iIs a continuous
burden of brightly coloured bills, but a little known
backdoor which opens out, i1If you happen to be “lucky”
enough to find 1t, onto an extensive and unimaginably
peaceful communal garden. That which Schlegel and
Schopenhauer coveted was precisely the backdoor through
which they could eventually bid farewell to all that was
individual, personal and taxing. “Longing and hope
everywhere, and nothing but these”, as Stirner would
indubitably have said. “For me, call it romanticism”.®%

Their ontology was extremely escapist in character.

Regardless of the broad stretch of water one might
mistakenly assume would separate the monism of Schlegel
and Schopenhauer on one bank and the solipsism of Stirner
on the other, there are a series of stepping stones
which, I believe, enable one to successfully cross from

one side of the water to the other.

All three writers sought to distend the subject’s
“nature’, as they saw it, to encompass all things, albeit
by an entirely different set of means. Schlegel and
Schopenhauer emphasised the universal scope of his
“inner-nature”’, while Stirner glorified his finite and
particular standing as a “transitory” and egocentric

“personality’.

% Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own> (1844 / 1995 p. 284).

49



It is as well to bear iIn mind, at this particular point,
two observant remarks made by the bullish English critic,
T. E. Hulme in the course of his posthumous collection of
essays, “Speculations’ (1924), “Here is the root of all
romanticism”, Hulme wrote, “that man, the individual, 1is
an infinite reservoir of possibilities”.% Turning to the
second of Hulme’s contributions, one reads: “The romantic
because he thinks man infinite must always be talking
about the iInfinite; and as there is always the bitter
contrast between what you think you ought to be able to
do and what man actually can, 1t always tends, iIn i1ts
later stages at any rate, to be gloomy” .9

While Hulme’s second observation certainly holds true of
Arthur Schopenhauer’s cheerless doctrine, the same cannot
so readily be said of his ebullient counterpart, Max
Stirner nor, for that matter, the odorous critic,
Friedrich Schlegel.

It is my contention that all three writers believed, to
no less a degree, In the “infinite”’ wealth of the
individual subject. “For Schlegel”, turning, firstly, to
the critic Elizabeth Millan-Zaibert for corroboration,
“self-consciousness iIs consciousness of an I, which is
not a solitary cogito or Ich, but rather part of an
organic unity, part of something greater”.% “Man’s
essence’, as Dennis Rasmussen said of Schopenhauer’s

doctrine, “consists in his insatiable desire or will

% T. E. Hulme, “Romanticism and Classicism” collected in
“Speculations” (1924 / 1977 p. 116).

97 T. E. Hulme, “Romanticism and Classicism” collected in
“Speculations” (1924 / 1977 p. 119).

% Elizabeth Millan-Zaibert, “Friedrich Schlegel and the Emergence of
Romantic Philosophy” (2007 p. 149).
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which can never in time reach a final goal”.9 “Stirner is
the philosopher”, as another critic, John Carroll,
claimed, “of the infinitely possible. The egoist is the
limitless one; his freedom lies in his ability to create

his own infinity”.100

Schlegel, Schopenhauer and Stirner similarly believed the
subject had, In one sense or another, a legitimate claim
to an all determining quality of colossal proportions.
Hulme was almost certainly correct when he said it
presented them all with a certain difficulty - a “bitter
contrast” as he described 1t. It rested on their ability,
not only to i1dentify and successfully communicate
whatever heightened i1deas they entertained, but reconcile
it with the subject’s physical standing.

The “problem” certainly left the otherwise loquacious Max
Stirner at something of a loss for words. Schopenhauer
also struggled and, ultimately failed, to satisfactorily
explain the catastrophic conflict between his physical
state and universal “inner-nature”, nature’s inimical
will. Not to say that Schlegel’s “preliminary account”’,
establishing, as he did, the ever receding parameters of
“romantic poetry”, was the least bit successful either.
It, Schlegel’s account, was not only over perfumed, but
compromised by a bewildering use of language and giddying
fixation with “time eternal” that left one, in the end,
nauseated (the overpowering floral smell), disorientated
(the spin of time) and none the wiser (the critic’s

macrology) .

% Dennis Rasmussen, “Immortality: Revolt Against Being® (1975 p. 68).
10 John Carroll, “Break-Out from the Crystal Palace. The anarcho-
psychological critique: Stirner, Nietzsche, Dostoevsky” ((1974 p.
41).
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Dupuis and Cotonet, to cast your mind back to that
particular pair, could certainly count themselves
fortunate they decided to call it a day and abandon their
investigations before they got tangled up in the
ontological questions surrounding the romantic subject.
The dilettantes would have faced a problem that even
Schlegel, Schopenhauer and Stirner all failed, in the

end, to adequately explain.

VII. THE INSUFFERABLE LOVEGOAT

Max Stirner was not your customary sort of romantic. All
the same, to say something to that effect implies, that
he was, to some extent or other, a sort of a romantic.
Given my largely contrary estimation of Max Stirner’s
affinity with Schlegel and Schopenhauer i1t may well
strike you as odd, if not thoroughly foolish that I

consider him any sort of romantic writer at all.

There is a temptation, as | suggested, to draw very sharp
line between Max Stirner, on one side, and Schlegel,
Schopenhauer and, without wishing to sound the least bit
dismissive, a number of “secondary writers’ on the other.
Not to say the temptation, on the face of it, is entirely

unwarranted.

Stirner did not share, for instance, their monistic
leanings; his particular outlook was not clouded by the
thick somnambulistic fog that hung over their work; he
was also insusceptible to the mesmeric influence of “time
eternal” nor, for that matter, were his percipient
faculties “impaired’ by anything resembling a
“presbyopic’ condition. If anything, the opposite was
true. Stirner’s focus was entirely “myopic” and centred
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on one thing: the ostensible, brawny and obstreperous

presence of the “un-man’.

Nevertheless, 1 am still inclined, whether i1t is
foolhardy or not, to consider Max Stirner a romantic
writer, if a rather uncommon one. I say “uncommon’ as
Stirner had an extremely ambivalent and intricate
relationship with a number of writers, especially
Schopenhauer, and a rather antagonistic one with
romanticism as a whole. If, 1 should immediately add, his
ideas are considered i1n an iInterpretative and thematic
sense. What makes Stirner a “sort of romantic”, as |
inelegantly put i1t, iIs that he tried to confront, as best
he could, a question that had not, in his opinion, been
answered ingenuously by religion, political philosophy
or, as | 1ntend to argue, a handful of romantic writers
who preceded him.

“Clearly, the one thing that unifies men In a given age’,
as Jacques Barzun wrote In “Romanticism and the Modern
Ego” (1943), “is not their individual philosophies but
the dominant problem that these philosophies are designed
to solve” .1 And following Barzun’s lead, the fundamental
problem Stirner, along with Schlegel and Schopenhauer,
sought to address, 1If not exactly “solve” was the very

nature of the subject’s “real” identity.

Max Stirner’s intemperate treatise on the prevailing
political and religious beliefs of his time can
legitimately be directed towards wider philosophical
targets. Stirner had little patience for the

dispersonating nature of all ideological forms including

101 Jacques Barzun, “Romanticism and the Modern Ego” (1943 p. 21 -
22).
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those, as I intend to argue, clouded by the generalising

tendencies associated with romanticism.

Stirner wished to stamp out the unsavoury and unwelcome
intrusion of all dogmas, abstractions and speculative
theories in intellectual life. “And so”, as Pierre Drieu
la Rochelle wrote in “Will o” the Wisp” (1931), “for want
of being held together by i1deas, the world was so
inconsistent that 1t offered him no means of support.
Only solid things kept their form for him”.102 Fixed ideas
not only inhibited one’s ability to think freely, but
exerted a despotic hold over one’s attention and,
ultimately, warped one’s immediate concerns: “with so
many a man’, as Stirner maintained, “a thought becomes a
“maxim”, whereby he himself iIs made prisoner to it, so
that 1t 1s not he that has the maxim, but rather it that
has him” . “As psychologically concrete entities’, as
Lawrence Stepelevich, in his study of Stirner,
corroborated, “these abstract essences such as Man, God,
Mankind, State, Truth, stand over and against the
individual thinker in their hostile demands to be served
and worshipped. In short, they have turned against their

creator” . 104

Stirner’s fears certainly proved to be well founded as
far as Arthur Schopenhauer was concerned. The philosopher
came under the increasing pressure of his own doctrine -
it ganged up on him In the most conspiratorial of ways;
so much so that by the time i1t reached its conclusion, it

was very much in the driving seat and had almost

12 pierre Drieu la Rochelle, “Will o> the Wisp” (1931 / 1966 p. 23).
Translated by Martin Robinson. Calder and Boyars, London.

103 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 59).

104 Lawrence S. Stepelevich, “The Revival of Max Stirner” (1974 p. 326
- 327).
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completely done away with him altogether. Schopenhauer’s
concerns, at the final stage of his scheme, were almost

entirely theoretical and rang very hollowly indeed.

Schopenhauer’s doctrine “afforded’ his subject one last
throw of the dice and the “opportunity” certainly had one
incentive in its favour — his expectant release from the
philosopher’s horrendous theory even iIf It was cut short,
as we will eventually hear, by one major, unavoidable
drawback.

All zealots - regardless of their particular
philosophical, social or religious cause, no longer
openly expressed their personal opinion nor particularly
cared to hear one expressed iIn return. The said “types’,
Stirner believed, far preferred to have “conceptual”’
goals on their hands and work, instead, towards the
fulfillment of those. Whatever end they purported to
champion, no matter what i1t happened to be, invariably
proved antithetical - in complete contrast to their
normal “day to day” affairs. Their concerns, so Stirner

believed, were purely conceptual.

IT we turn briefly to the novelist, Robert Musil, we may
begin to develop a clearer impression of exactly the type
of hypocrisy Stirner sought to confront in “The Ego and
Its Own”. Directing your attention to a page of Musil’s
stupendous novel — “The Man Without Qualities” (1930 — 43
/ 1997), we come across the following passage:
“Feuermaul, for iInstance, was an industrious young man
who coulld be quite unpleasant in the struggle for his own
advantage, but his lovegoat happened to be “man”, and the

moment he thought of man in general, there was no
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restraining his unsatisfied benevolence” .105

Musil perfectly expressed the impersonal and remote
concern, to take the example at hand, of
“humanitarianism” - the “human religion’ as Stirner
derisively referred to it.} Stirner would, I believe,
have said Feuermaul’s attitude was quite typical of the
kind of hypocrisy that was rife, if not pandemic in the
intellectual world at large. In this instance, 1t was
exemplified by Feuermaul’s unbridled “theoretical’
concern for “man’ which was not, in practice, matched by
the young man’s “unpleasant” behaviour towards them. “To
be sure, he cares for each individual’®, as Stirner would
have sarcastically said of Feuermaul, “but only because

he wants to see his beloved ideal realized everywhere” . "

Feuermaul’s “lovegoat”, as Musil put i1t, was not “man the
person’, but, In stark contrast, “man the non person’:
the collective “idea’ of mankind. And the difference
between the two, Stirner believed, was not only
appreciable, but irreconcilable. The former did not
pertain, in any meaningful way, to the latter. A vast
gulf had come to distinguish “man”, the all too general
term, from the person himself. What had “man” have to do
with Stirner, after all? What business was it of his? It

clearly did not concern him, not in personal capacity at

105 Robert Musil, “The Man Without Qualities” (1930 - 43 / 1997 p.
1122).

106 Stirner wrote: “The human religion is only the last metamorphosis
of the Christian religion. For liberalism is a religion because it
separates my essence from me and sets it above me, because it exalts
“man” to the same extent as any other religion does its God or idol,
because it makes what is mine into something otherworldly, because in
general it makes what it is mine, out of my qualities and my
property, something alien - namely, an “essence”; in short, because
it sets me beneath man, and thereby creates for me a ‘“vocation””. See
“The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 158).

107 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 72).
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any rate.

It was almost certainly a lofty and magnanimous sounding
cause to champion, but Feuermaul’s “humanitarianism” did
not extend, not with anything like the same degree of
strength, to a single human example. Stirner would
certainly have had the measure of Feuermaul: “He asks
very little about your private opinions and private
follies, if only he can espy “man” in you”.!%® And, as
Stirner would have added, “he loves In you not Hans, of
whom he knows nothing and wants to know nothing, but
man” .1 Feuermaul was not the least bit interested in
“Hans”, to coin Stirner’s turn of phrase, but showered
his untold “benevolence” on an Impersonal and
insubstantial idea: “man in general’, as Musil described

1t.110

“Man” had gone awry. The term no longer pertained to that
which was extant or determinate: 1t was a billowing
abstraction. “Man”, as Stirner believed, “is not the
individual, but man is a thought” . He vehemently
refuted such notions as they debased, as I will explain,
the individual person. “Stirner’s fundamental critique of
humanism”, as Saul Newman corroborated, “shows such
identities to be mere apparitions or ‘“spooks”; and yet,
these spooks have a powerful effect on the individual,
incarcerating him within a discursive prison, reducing
his difference and uniqueness to abstract, totalizing
uniformity, and sacrificing his autonomy on the altar of

Man. That is why the individual must distance himself

108 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 155).

109 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 155).

110 Robert Musil, “The Man Without Qualities” (1930 - 43 / 1997 p.
1122).

11 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 292).
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from Man and Humanity, why he must free himself from

essence” . 112

Who or what, then, was to blame? Stirner firmly believed
a certain double standard was at play at the heart of
theoretical thought and the blame lay squarely at the
feet of none other than theoreticians themselves. IT one
failed to redress the balance, there was a distinct
danger, 1T i1t was not already too late, that
philosophical thought would, at best, become entirely
meaningless or, as seemed more likely, take a pernicious

turn for the worse.

Critics and philosophers alike, with Schlegel and
Schopenhauer firmly In mind, prioritised the elemental
“essence’ of “mankind” rather than any one particular
figure; i1t may well have afforded them, in light of its
universality, a far more profuse topic to wax lyrical
about, but i1t did not pertain to the Christopher, the
Peter or the Paul of them, but the “essence” which
resided “within” all three of them. “When the “higher
essence” is mutually recognized’, as John Welsh astutely
said, “persons do not actually recognize, respect, or
revere each other, but only the “higher essence” that is

hidden within them”.113

But, of course, “man’ was anything but individual,
Stirner believed; it was a hollow abstraction which
pertained to everyone in general rather than anyone in
particular. It “merely” described the least definitive of

common qualities: man’s all too precious “spirit’. But

112 Saul Newman, “Introduction: Re-encountering Stirner’s Ghosts’
collected in “Max Stirner” (2011 p. 8).

113 John F. Welsh, “Max Stirner’s Dialectical Egoism. A New
Interpretation” (2010 p. 64).
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neither Christopher, Peter nor Paul could say, in all
honesty, that it belonged solely to them yet, when the
discussion turned to “man’, the “spirit’ — their
collective spirit, was hallmarked as their all
determining factor. The turn of events heralded a
“splitting in two” of the subject and the individual
person - the Christopher, the Peter or the Paul - came
off the worse for wear. Each one of them, without
exception, came a poor second to “their” universal

essence.

To compound matters, the expression was bandied around
philosophical circles as 1T i1t were something else
entirely. The intelligentsia saw fit, in their perverse
wisdom, to accord supreme value not to man - the person,
but to “man” - the pithy idea. There was, to reiterate
the point, a sharp and discernible difference between the
one and the other. And, as far as Stirner was able to
tell, what was fit for the goose was not necessarily fTit
for the gander. “When one looks to the bottom of
anything, searches out its essence’, as Stirner
complained, “one often discovers something quite other

than what it seems to be; honeyed speech and a lying

heart, pompous words and beggarly thoughts”.!

Philosophers and critics were perfectly entitled and at
complete liberty to talk of “man” in absolutely any terms
they pleased as it no longer pertained to “the human’ but
the “essence”, an all encompassing idea. And if something
iIs so very far removed from one’s immediate concerns or

personal interests, one is naturally more inclined to say

and do whatever one wants with it; “man” has so little

bearing on oneself, after all. They not only neglected

114 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 40).
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the very thing they purported to prioritise, man himself,
but managed, along the way, to undermine and diminish his
very standing in favour of a theoretical principle. The
resultant effect of this upturn of events acted to set
“man the idea” against the person himself. The
demonstrable lost out to the intangible, the singular to

the universal and, ultimately, the person to an idea.

The theoretical “iInterest” for “man” was not only

misleading, but injurious In the extreme.

The subject and the “essence’ were evidently not the same
thing and the latter, to Stirner’s amazement, took
precedence over the former by virtue, if nothing else,

of its universality. It was, to put it simply, a far
“larger” concern. Doctrinal lines ruled the roost, not
man’s so called “concern’ for “man”’, not as a person at
any rate. “The one-sided search for essences’, to refer
to Welsh once again, “subverts the realm of everyday life
in which persons have a “this worldly”, material reality
and interact with each other as physical beings. In
everyday life, individuals are not essences to each
other. But, in modernist systems of knowledge, they have
a “higher essence” hidden within”_.115 The same was true, |1
believe, not only of “modernist systems of knowledge”,
but also the epistemology, not to mention the ontology of
romanticism itself. Both of which pandered to paraphrase
Welsh, the “higher essence within’. It was most evident
of all, as we will hear, in Schopenhauer’s doctrine of

nature’s unpleasant and nonsensical will.

The “intellectual”, preoccupied as It was by remote and

115 John F. Welsh, “Max Stirner’s Dialectical Egoism. A New
Interpretation” (2010 p. 64).
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impersonal concerns, clearly did not coincide with the
“private’. Stirner not only exposed the vast gulf and
glaring contradiction between the one and the other, but
came up, as we will hear, with a novel way to counteract
his reservations and fears. If “man” did not appertain to

that which was readily apparent, singular or definitive

then Stirner would celebrate its opposite, hence his “un-
manning” of man, as 1t were.

IT one takes an interpretative liberty with Stirner’s
censorious political critique i1t may also, | believe, be

sald to encompass a critique of romanticism; It too can
legitimately be counted among the fields of thought
Stirner objected to. More especially, if one considers
the spectral, impersonal and thoroughly escapist
character of Schlegel and Schopenhauer’s ontology.

Stirner’s ideas are not the least bit dogmatic and lend
themselves rather well to the interpretive allowances 1
intend to make of them. Stirner’s work cannot only be
understood in this light, but 1t is, I believe, extremely

informing to do so.

Having said that, 1 ought to declare, before continuing,
that what 1 fancy to be “Stirner’s critique of
romanticism”, as you might have already guessed by my use
of the term “interpretive allowances”, is, If taken
literally, no such thing at all. Stirner hardly mentions
“romanticism” (the word crops up twice in passing and he
refers to it, on both occasions, In a dismissive sense)

let alone provide a specific critique of it.

In the same breath, there is absolutely no evidence to

suggest that Stirner was acquainted with the work of
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Arthur Schopenhauer or Friedrich Schlegel or had even
heard of them; nor, for that matter, does he make any
mention of any of the other figures such as Sénancour,
Amiel and de Musset who will ghost in and out of the

present thesis.

To subject romanticism to the short tempered and fiery
polemics of Max Stirner is not, as it may initially seenm,
such a completely foolish or erroneous thing to do. 1
believe aspects of Stirner’s work are invaluable with
regards to the present study, especially in light of
Schopenhauer’s doctrine of will. The affirmative tone, to
take one notable quality of “The Ego and Its Own~,
provides a particularly revealing counterpoint to
Schopenhauer”s ronunciative scheme. To consider the two
works, In a comparative sense, can be said to be mutually
rewarding 1f one wishes to develop a greater critical
appreciation of their respective schemes. What makes the
relationship between the two writers, namely Schopenhauer
and Stirner, particularly fruitful i1s that within each of
their schemes resides a rich critique of one as there is
of the other.

My own particular interest in Max Stirner is not, as
usually seems the case, limited to the political
radicalism of his thought, 1 am eager to present a more
“open” interpretation of his work. Consequently, I am not
going to discuss his critique of liberalism or
Christianity, his influence on libertarianism nor, for
that matter, am 1 going to talk about his relationship to
the theories of Hegel or Marx. This has all been done

many times before and, in particular instances, very well
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indeed. 116

Stirner’s work of “political philosophy” and I use that
term a little hesitantly (I believe that the wholly
idiosyncratic figure had little patience for “political
thought” just as he had, as I will argue, little patience
for the universalism associated with the theories of
Schlegel and Schopenhauer), can be thought of as an
important and contemporaneous, It largely unheralded

critique of romanticism.

When one i1s writing a study of this sort there is, | dare
say, yet another temptation one iIs best advised to ighore
and that i1s to say something to the effect of “by the
time one gets to Max Stirner in the 1840°s the individual
subject finally came of age” or something equally trite

and meaningless.

I do not wish, with this danger firmly in mind, to
suggest, not for a single moment, “The Ego and Its Own~
represented something as significant as a definitive
“rupture” in the way in which the individual subject was
regarded in literature or philosophy. Even Stirner, who
was at odds with many of Schlegel and Schopenhauer’s
principal tendencies, cannot, at the risk of belaboring
the point, be said to have been entirely free of them
himself. Stirner’s affinity with romanticism was

refractory and complex.

Certain leanings, fashions, tendencies - call them what
you will, do not adhere to red or green lights; they do

not necessarily stop dead in their tracks or surge

116 For instance, Saul Newman’s (ed) recent collection of essays, “Max
Stirner” (2011).

63



forward at convenient periodic junctures. One need only
look, for instance, at the novels of Hamsun, Hesse or
Lawrence or, for that matter, take into account the work
of Bergson, Groddeck or Freud to see the interest in all
that was visceral did not simply stop with Stirner but
soldiered on, if you will, well into the following

century . 117

Rather than regard Stirner’s book as a “definitive
breaking point® that heralded the end of this or
anticipated the beginning of that, I prefer to regard the
“The Ego and Its Own” as an anomalous, provocatively
playful, but ultimately flawed work that actively sought
to break away from all the abstruse, rudimentary forces
at play “within’ the subject to establish his presence in
a far more substantial and personal light even if,

as | suggested, it fell someway short of the mark.

Stirner was of the firm opinion that theories and the
like not only acted to transmogrify the intellectual
world, but, in a far more immediate and Injurious sense,
the individual himself. “Stirner believed’, turning to
Isaiah Berlin’s “Karl Marx. His Life and Environment’
(1939) to reiterate the point, “that all programmes,
ideals, theories, are so many artificially built prisons
for the mind and the spirit, means of curbing the will,
of concealing from the individual the existence of his
own infinite creative powers, and that all systems must

therefore be destroyed, not because they are evil, but

117 Take Georg Groddeck’s “The Book of the It” (1923) by means of an
example: “1 hold the view that man’, as he wrote, “is animated by the
Unknown, that there is within him an “Es,” an “It,” some wondrous
force which directs both what he himself does, and what happens to
him. The affirmation “l live” is only conditionally correct, it
expresses only a small and superficial part of the fundamental
principle “Man is lived by the It”” (1923 / 1935 p. 16). C. W. Daniel
Co, London.
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because they are systems; only when this has been
achieved, would man, released from his unnatural fetters,
become truly master of himself and attain to his full
stature as a human being”.!® With these fears Firmly in
mind, Stirner deliberately sought to confront the reader,
not with an abstract set of ideas, but a vociferous,
irreverent, iIf somewhat contrived “personality’. Not that
it was unaccompanied. The reader is also confronted with
an unavoidable, 1f not always intentionally comic

“muscular presence’.

The crudity, certainly in tone, of “The Ego and Its Own”’
belies, to be fair to Stirner, the subtlety and
forethought that informed, what might otherwise be
adjudged - and wrongly I believe, to be his iInadvertent

churlishness.

While Schlegel and Schopenhauer envisioned a conceptual
subject who exemplified their respective schemes,
Stirner, wary of impersonal abstractions and convoluted
theories, went about - albeit with mixed success - the
highly fraught task of personifying his own line of
argument. “l1 never execute anything human in the
abstract’, as Stirner warned, “but always my own things;
my human act is diverse from every other human act, and
only by this diversity is it a real act belonging to

me’. 119

Stirner’s brusque bearing, his churlishness in other
words, was anything but inadvertent. His very manner was
itself something of a calculated ploy; it was a means by

which Stirner “stepped iIn” to “The Ego and Its Own” and

118 ]saiah Berlin, “Karl Marx. His Life and Environment” (1939 p. 137
- 138).
119 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 161).

65



invested something of himself, caricature or not, within
its pages in a bold, if contrived, effort to distinguish
his work from the impersonal and “deadening’ schemes he

berated.

The degree of sophistication - certainly in a stylistic
sense, at play in Stirner’s robust and boisterous
egocentric “display” i1s worthy of greater attention than
it has been paid in circles beyond those of political
theory. Even if, to concede something of my point, i1t is
all too easy - especially when one’s patience has come
its end, to forget all about the considered and
particularly admirable efforts Stirner made on this

front.

Stirner’s treatise certainly exceeded, 1Tt only in design,
the outline of a conventional theoretical project. “The
Ego and lts Own” was, if nothing else, a novel and
uncommon philosophical enterprise.

VI11. NAME CALLING

Stirner’s work is extremely idiosyncratic and it hardly
comes as much surprise that commentators and critics

alike have struggled to describe it in an unanimous way.

Stirner has, over the years, been called all sorts of
strange and, in some cases, particularly nasty names. If
one turns to one critic, Stirner iIs apparently a
‘nihilistic egoist’, i1f not a complete “paranoid
schizophrenic”,120 while another critic has seen fit to
call him a “weak anarchist”,1?l and, in one famous book,

120 R_. W. K. Paterson, “The Nihilistic Egoist” (1971 p. 18).
121 David Leopold, “The State and I: Max Stirner’s Anarchism’

66



he has even been sarcastically referred to as a
“Saint’.122 At the risk of adding another misleading
nomenclature to the growing list, 1 cannot help but think

of Max Stirner as an adolescent.

Again, | do not mean to sound too dismissive when 1
refer, on this occasion, to Stirner as an “adolescent”.
An adolescent 1s, 1T one thinks of them in biological
terms, i1n a maturescent state and 1 certainly prefer to
think of Stirner, primarily, in this light.

The “Ego and Its Own” took, at the risk of contradicting
myself, something of what can best be described as a
“maturescent turn’. It did not, to clarify the point,
signal the subject’s “final coming of age’ (Stirner was,
I fear, in a prolonged, 1If not permanent spell of
adolescence) nor did it herald, in any particularly
significant sense, an intellectual breakthrough. It
presented, in i1tself, an entirely familiar set of
problems that were, regardless of their change of
emphasis and innovative stylistic form, no less

troublesome or explicable.

The one significant developmental aspect of Stirner’s
work, if one compares it to that of Schlegel and

Schopenhauer, was that the individual subject, the “un-
man”, had suddenly become acutely conscious of his body
and “inimitable” personality and they were no longer

qualities he wished to readily forsake.

Any “advance’ Stirner made was not, ultimately speaking,

collected in “The New Hegelians. Politics and Philosophy the Hegelian
School” (2006 p. 199).

122 See Karl Marx & Friedrich Engels, “The German ldeology” (1845 /
1932).
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startlingly insightful; it was an “awakening’, of sorts.
An immediate apprehension of himself as himself rather
than a universal “essence”. It was akin, as | like to
think of it, to one of those absolutely arbitrary
pubescent spurts of growth. For the normal teenager, it
results in the sudden disproportionate appearance of, let
us say, his feet or hands. Thankfully for him the
condition iIs temporary; the rest of his body will, given
time, catch up with him even 1f, In the iIntervening
period, he has to endure a spell of clumsiness on account

of his cumberments.

Stirner was somewhat less fortunate. He was pushing forty
and the rest of his body had yet to catch up with his
disproportionately large biceps and “ego” (the swaggering
tone and force of his “might”’). Stirner’s “top heaviness’
made him something of a clumsy, unwieldy thinker whose
footing, to say the very least, was precariously
balanced. Needless to say, | also happen to consider
Stirner an “adolescent” for a number of less flattering

reasons.

Stirner’s manner too often comes across like that of a
particularly strepitant, irresponsible and boastful
teenager and like any right minded teenager it is more
than a little difficult to take everything he says
without first taking a very deep breath and large pinch
of salt. There i1s, as a word of warning, a considerable
amount of testosterone, muscle-flexing and bluster to be
found in the pages of “The Ego and Its Own”. Half of
which, 1f not more, comes across as sounding very
spurious indeed. “The Ego and Its Own” is an often

testing work.
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Stirner may well have made a radical and, initially,
welcome departure from the likes of Schlegel and
Schopenhauer, but it quickly descended into something of
a tedious and farcical novelty. “It is”, as George
Santayana said, “a bold, frank, and rather tiresome
protest against the folly of moral idealism, against the
sacrifice of the individual to any ghostly powers such as
God, duty, the state, humanity, or society; all of which
this redoubtable critic called “spooks” and regarded as
fixed 1deas and pathological obsessions”.123

Stirner i1s a terribly repetitive writer and often takes
an awfully long time to say the simplest of things. He
also has an unpleasant tendency to raise his voice and
shout. On other occasions, he lost his tongue completely
and lapsed, as | have already mentioned, into a state of
speechlessness i1n his i1nability and frustration to
articulate the 1llimitability of his own “might”, as he,
rather unfortunately, saw fit to describe his “ego’. 1
say “unfortunately” as he met his end, for all his “he-

mannish” bravado, at the intervention of an insect.

Max Stirner’s work, if you are not familiar with it, is
like a very loud and colourful firework; it just so
happens the impression is the first firework of an

extremely noisy and draining display.

IX. A PAEAN TO THE BODY

“It would not be an exaggeration’, as John E. Atwell
believed, “to dub Schopenhauer the philosopher of the
body. To a greater extent than anyone before his time,

123 George Santayana, “The German Mind: A Philosophical Diagnosis’
(1968 p. 99).

69



and even since then, he makes the body — that is, one’s
own body (der eigene Leib) — the primary focus and
indispensable condition of all philosophical inquiry. IFf
required to give a single answer to the philosophizing
subject’s question, “What am 1?” Schopenhauer would
surely reply, “I am body”, though, he would just as

surely add, “in more than one way””.124

Atwell was someway off the mark. Schopenhauer was not, as
he imagined, the so called “philosopher of the body’. The
subject’s actual body was, 1In and of itself, of little
concern to the philosopher; i1t was an entirely secondary
matter. It was “merely” a “vehicle’ or “representation’
as Schopenhauer described 1t — one among a numberless
array of others, through which nature’s will chose,
whatever i1ts reason, to exhibit i1tself.

“The whole body”, turning to Schopenhauer, “is the
visible expression of the will”_.125 “The body”’, as he made
absolutely clear elsewhere, “is the will itself
objectively perceived as spatial phenomenon”.126 “The
whole body, including the brain’, if one turns, for a
second opinion, to a recent critic, “is objecthood of the

will” . 127

Given, what can only be described, as his monomaniacal
obsession with nature’s universal will, Schopenhauer

could equally be dubbed the “philosopher of the ant”’,

124 John E. Atwell, “Schopenhauer on the Character of the World” (1995
p- 81).

125 Arthur Schopenhauer, “The World as Will and Representation”, Vol.
1 (1818 / 1966 p. 403).

126 Arthur Schopenhauer, “The World as Will and Representation”, Vol.
11 (1844 /7 1966 p. 609).

127 Christopher Janaway, “The real essence of human beings:
Schopenhauer and the unconscious will” collected in “Thinking the
Unconscious. Nineteenth-Century German Thought” (2010 p. 148).
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“cat’, “mouse”’ or any other phenomenal form one can
possibly call to hand. It hardly mattered. “l see that
everywhere in nature’, if one turns to the third volume
of the philosopher’s “Manuscript Remains’, “each
particular phenomenon is the work of a universal force

that is active in a thousand similar phenomena” .128

Schopenhauer had absolutely no claim to Atwell’s title.
He did not champion the body, the subject’s somatic state
at all; the philosopher, as I will go on to explain in a
following chapter, was, 1If anything, Its arch enemy.
‘Finally, 1f death comes, which breaks up the phenomenon
of this will’, to convey something of Schopenhauer’s
complete disregard towards the subject’s physical
standing, “... 1t is most welcome, and is cheerfully
accepted as a longed-for deliverance’”.129 Schopenhauer did
not place any intrinsic value on the subject’s
corporality; it was “merely’, as he maintained, an
i1llusory “phenomenon” of will and a hindrance at that; it
was something from which the subject was best
“delivered’. Schopenhauer was not, as Atwell fancifully
imagined, the “philosopher of the body”, but nature’s
incorporeal will. “His god (or Will, as he prefers to
call it)’, as Wyndham Lewis far more insightfully said of
the philosopher, “is a vast, undirected, purposeless
impulse: not, like us, conscious: but blind, powerful,

restless and unconscious” .30

Atwell’s title, given the choice between Schlegel,
Schopenhauer and Stirner, unquestionably belonged to the

latter. Max Stirner was the only one out of the three who

128 Arthur Schopenhauer, “Manuscript Remains”, Vol. 3 (1989 p. 643).
129 Arthur Schopenhauer, “The World as Will and Representation’”, Vol.
I (1818/ 1966 p. 382).

130 Wyndham Lewis, “Time and Western Man” (1927 p. 332).
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placed any significant value on the subject’s
determinate, bodily standing. “The Ego and its Own~,
unlike Schopenhauer’s “The World as Will and
Representation”, iIs an unequivocal paean to the body; it
was no longer considered a tightly bound circle out of
which the subject wished to transgress. Its needs were
neither denied nor renounced, as the will beaten
Schopenhauer deemed necessary, but celebrated and
affirmed 1n strength as well as weakness.

X. CHEST BEATING

Let me now turn your attention, very briefly, to the way
in which Stirner went about answering the, by now,
familiar “philosophizing subject’s question’, as Atwell
awkwardly described 1t.131 Turning to “The Ego and Its
Own”, we read: ““What am 1?” each of you asks himself. An
abyss of lawless and unregulated impulses, desires,
wishes, passions, a chaos without light or guiding

star!” .12 And, if we refer to an earlier page, we get a
far clearer impression of the particular way Stirner
sought to address the aforementioned question: “From the
moment when he catches sight of the light of the world a
man seeks to find out himself and get hold of himself out
of its confusion, in which he, with everything else, is

tossed about in motley mixture” .133

Stirner’s attempt to “get hold of himself” was the very
thing that can be said to have distinguished him from the
likes of Schlegel, Schopenhauer, Sénancour and de Musset

et al. Stirner’s subject, the “un-man’, was no longer

131 John E. Atwell, “Schopenhauer on the Character of the World” (1995
p- 81).

132 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 146).

133 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 13).
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regarded as a “poor nameless dream” or mere “apparition’,
but a very particular, distinct corporal being.® <By
bringing the essence iInto prominence one degrades”, as
Stirner argued, “the hitherto misapprehended appearance
to a bare semblance, a deception’.® His response was
quite unlike the more customary view held by the
collection of other writers to whom I have referred. The
“un-man’ was anything but an illusory or deceptive
phenomenal form. He alone, as we heard earlier, was

“real’.

IT, to underline the point, we turn to page 244 of the
second volume of Sénancour’s “Obermann” we read, “1 am
like a walking shadow on the earth, which sees but can
grasp nothing” .13 Turning to Amiel’s “Journal” we come
across a similar sentiment: “He does not even believe his
body his own; he feels the vital whirlwind passing
through him, - lent to him, as i1t were, for a moment, in
order that he may perceive the cosmic vibrations... He is
fluid as a phantom that we see but cannot grasp; he
resembles a man, as the manes of Achilles or the shade of
Creusa resembled the living. Without having died, I am a
ghost. Other men are dreams to me, and I am a dream to
them” 137 “He was not”, as Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder,
an associate of Schlegel, wrote, “capable of stretching
out his arm toward any object or reaching for anything
with his hand; he couldn’t take a step with his feet like
other people. A trembling anguish flew through all his

nerves whenever he wanted to try to interrupt the giddy

134 Alfred de Musset, “The Confession of a Child of the Century” (1836
/ 1908 p. 330 - 331).

135 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 40).

136 Etienne Pivert de Sénancour, “Obermann”, Vol. Il (1804 / 1910 p.
244).

137 Henri-Frédéric Amiel, “Amiel’s Journal. The Journal Intime of
Henri-Frédéric Amiel” (1882 / 1901 p. 279).
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whirlwind even a single time”.138

All this ghoulish sort of talk would have been anathema
to Max Stirner: “to the extent of my powers 1 let a bit
of daylight fall in on the nocturnal spookery”.'® He did
not wish to relinquish himself so cheaply and readily nor
for so little return. Stirner had, quite unlike Schlegel,
Schopenhauer, Sénancour, Amiel and Wackenroder, a far
firmer grip of his bodily self: “i1t is only through the
“flesh” that 1 can break the tyranny of mind; for i1t is
only when a man hears his flesh along with the rest of
him that he hears himself wholly” . Stirner’s response
was certainly a significant departure from the way iIn
which Schlegel and Schopenhauer evaluated the individual
subject.

Stirner was not the least bit eager to commune with
“everything else’, but struggled, in contrast, to
extricate himself from the “motley mixture” in which he,
along with everything else, was apparently “tossed
about” .41 Rather than align the “un-man’ with a murky
common pot, Stirner aspired to distinguish him from it.
Then, and only then, could he be regarded, so he
imagined, as a truly autonomous, liberated and singular
figure: “1 am not an ego along with other egos, but the

sole ego: I am unique. Hence my wants too are unique, and

my deeds; in short, everything about me is unique”.!%

Schopenhauer’s doctrine also worked its way, somewhat

unexpectedly — in light of the philosopher’s lowly

138 Wilhelm Heinrich Wackenroder, “A Wondrous Oriental Tale of a Naked
Saint” collected in “Confessions and Fantasies” (17** / 1971 p. 176).
139 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 263).

140 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 60).

141 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 13).

142 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 318 - 319).
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estimation of his subject’s volitional powers - towards a
similar point; in the concluding phase of his doctrine,
Schopenhauer’s “subject of knowledge” was no longer in a
fit state to be “tossed about” by any force of nature,
let alone an actively malevolent one, and sought, as a
measure of last resort, to abscond from its clutches in a
final bid to be left alone and in peace from its desires.
“Those who restrain desire”’, as William Blake
perceptively said, “do so because theirs i1s weak enough
to be restrained’ .43 And having been “softened up’, as it
were, by the philosopher’s arduous and traumatic scheme,
the “subject of knowledge” was only too “happy’, as it
reached its end, to “restrain’ the desirous force of
nature, the will, by absolutely any means, i1f, as
Schopenhauer promised, it liberated him from all its

imbecilic and wanton urges.

Overlooking the catastrophic measures Schopenhauer’s
raddled subject took to “liberate’ himself from nature’s
will, the climax of the philosopher’s doctrine took
something of a “Stirnerian twist” of 1ts own. For all of
the philosopher’s dismissive and derisory talk of
individuality, the culmination of his doctrine hinged,
unquestionably, on the sole word - albeit ronunciative
word, of his beleaguered “subject of knowledge’. But
unlike Stirner, Schopenhauer arrived at this point by
handing his subject a white flag and knowing full well,
given his abhorrent and otherwise inescapable account, he
would not have to be asked twice to wave it if, as the
philosopher promised, it secured salvation from his
doctrine of nature’s will. To put it more simply,

Schopenhauer, unlike Stirner, came to more or less the

143 William Blake, “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell” (1825 - 27 / 1927
p- 5).
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same sort of point - and came very close indeed, by
denying rather than affirming his inherent nature. This,

however, remains a matter for a later stage of the study.

Stirner, to return your attention to “The Ego and Its

Own”, was absolutely assured that he was his own
property; what he “saw” he could also “grasp”. “Not until
I am certain of myself”, as Stirner wrote, “and no longer
seeking for myself, am I really my property”.* The <“un-
man” was apparently in full possession of himself. He was
now “the owner” of all his qualities whether they were
spiritual, conceptual or corporeal.145 As a “whole” man,
rather than a bit part figure, he was neither answerable,
nor played second fiddle to his “inmost nature’. It was
‘merely” one of his qualities and hardly, for all that,

the most important among them.

“‘Before any sort of political liberation from the
external forms that oppress us can take place’, as Saul
Newman said of Stirner, “we must first dispense with the
internalized forms of domination and subjectification
whereby we cling to fixed, established identities, and
where we are induced to seek within ourselves a stable
essence iIn which we see a reflection of universal
Humanity and the God-like image of Man”.146 The “un-man’
was “his own property’ and shaped entirely by his own
hand. “I am 17, as Stirner wrote stumbling, as he was
often prone to do, over his own tongue, “only by this,
that 1 make myself; that it iIs not another who makes me,

but I must be my own work~”_¥

144 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 283).

145 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. ***).

146 Saul Newman, “Introduction: Re-encountering Stirner’s Ghosts’
collected in “Max Stirner” (2011 p. 8).

147 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 207).
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Whatever incalculable scope the “un-man” was said to
possess was found far closer to home; it existed in the
flesh, iIn the present, in his effusive personalism — it
was not shrouded by an extensive cloud or obscured by the
wish wash of “time eternal”, but existed visibly and
vocally as the subject, the “un-man” himself. The Swedish
novelist, Hjalmar Soderberg, perfectly expressed the
reasoning behind Max Stirner’s demonstrative performance
when, 1n “Doctor Glas” (1905), he wrote: “I’ve learned to
feel and understand that my body is me. There is no joy,

no sorrow, no life at all, except through it”.8

What Stirner prized neither led to, nor was found in, a
point outside himself. It did not exist as a monistic
“essence’ nor an expectant, unrealisable i1deal, but was
conveyed, in its entirety, by his singular person. The
subject must defend, rather than relinquish, the grounds
of his individuality. “Stirner’s egoism springs’, as
Lawrence Stepelevich also believed, “from a conscious and
total atheism, with this playful indifference and apathy
to any higher essence being the prerequisite for
encountering one”’s own being, one’s uniqueness”.149
“Mankind” no longer, to paraphrase Schlegel, required a
sense for “something beyond mankind” as that “something’

was, so Stirner believed, in his immediate possession.1%0

IT there was a single lesson to be learnt from “The Ego
and Its Own” i1t was something along the lines of the

following: the individual subject must, first and

148 Hjalmar Soderberg, “Doctor Glas” (1905 / 1963 p. 115).

149 Lawrence S. Stepelevich, “The Revival of Max Stirner”’ (1974 p.
326).

150 Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 154).
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foremost, be of his own making. “Yourself must be your
own caste’, as Wyndham Lewis similarly beseeched readers
in one of his early essays.!%! The subject must not
surrender himself so willingly to abstract ideas or
general notions, however tantalising the prospect may
sound on paper. The desire to universalise oneself is,
ultimately, a desire for dissolution; it spells the end,
to put it simply, of oneself. One would be better
advised, 1f Stirner was to be believed, not to hanker
after i1deals, least of all universal i1deals, as they
invariably worked to one’s disadvantage, if not complete
downfall.

Stirner implored the reader to refute all universal
notions and pursue his or her own ends for their own
good, whatever that might entail; they must begin from
themselves with the clear intention of ending up with
themselves and not lose sight, in the process, of their
primary and immediate concern: their own preservation,
affirmation and pleasure. “Stirner’s psychological
approach”, if one turns to John Carroll, “takes the
individual psyche as the only coherent and meaningful
unit of analysis... Thus the external world is
differentiated according to whether it generates ego-
enhancing or ego-degrading forces’ .12 “The ideals of
religion, philosophy, and science are not’, as John Welsh
corroborated, “uplifting and do not iInspire persons to be
more than they are, happier than they are, smarter than
they are, and more powerful than they are. The contrary

is true, they browbeat persons iInto aspiring to be less

151 Wyndham Lewis, “Imaginary Letters”, Little Review (July, 1917 p.
4).

152 John Carroll, “Break-Out from the Crystal Palace. The anarcho-
psychological critique: Stirner, Nietzsche, Dostoevsky” ((1974 p.
22).

78



than they are. But the unique one resists the modernist
reduction of persons to abstract categories”.153 And, to
repeat the point, the “unique one” — Stirner’s “un-man’
would have objected, no less vehemently and, for that
matter, on exactly the same grounds, 1 believe, to
Schlegel and Schopenhauer alike as their schemes were
neither “uplifting” nor “ego enhancing”, to paraphrase
Welsh and Carroll, but worked, instead, to the ultimate
undoing, dissolution - destruction even, of their
respective subjects.

The subject must, If he does not relish the prospect of
being hounded out himself, go about the task of
establishing and preserving his presence iIn the face of
such hostile, “outside” forces. Accordingly, Stirner
implored people, all people, to abandon their foolish and
misplaced mania for universalism and begin to recognise
and affirm their singular and exclusively private selves
as the wellspring of all conceivable potential. “Owness”,
as Stirner wrote, “calls you back to yourselves, i1t says

“come to yourselfl1” 154

Stirner’s call for “owness” constituted a “wake up call”’
- a call intended to bring the intellectual world to its
senses and, ultimately, the individual subject back to
himself. “The need to raise itself above humanity”’,
according to Schlegel, “is humanity’s prime
characteristic’ . But as Stirner would no doubt have
retorted: “if the individual lifts himself above the

limits of his individuality, this is rather his very self

153 John F. Welsh, “Max Stirner’s Dialectical Egoism. A New
Interpretation” (2010 p. 94).

154 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 148).

155 Friedrich Schlegel, “Lucinde and the Fragments” (1797 - 1799 /
1971 p. 243).
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as an individual; he exists only in raising himself, he

exists only in not remaining what he is”_%®

Stirner’s subject no longer felt compelled to escape the
so called “confines” of his individuality to discover
whatever peace, salvation or heightened state he aspired
to find elsewhere. Everything was, fundamentally, at
hand. “Therefore”, as Stirner implored, “turn to
yourselves rather than to your gods or idols. Bring out
from yourselves what is In you, bring it to the light,
bring yourselves to revelation’.'® The individual subject
was now an entirely “self-contained’, autogeneous figure;
his singular, finite state was no longer something to be
lamented, cursed, least of all renounced. His reappraised
state was not simply a source of solace, but, so Stirner
ultimately believed, ataraxia.l%8

X1: AN EXTREMELY BRIEF OVERVIEW

Having attempted, in the introductory chapter, to bring
your attention to something that resembles a “starting
point” and excused my methodological “excesses” to some
degree or another, I hope to have made, i1f nothing else,
my own particular interests iIn the subject a little

clearer.

I have described, in an effort to “set the scene’, the
fatuity of Dupuis and Cotonet’s desire to define
romanticism in light of Friedrich Schlegel’s inceptive

156 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 163).

157 Max Stirner, “The Ego and Its Own” (1844 / 1995 p. 146).

158 In “The Concept of the Self in Political Thought” (1979),

Peter McCormick made a similar point: “The complete lack of content
makes the concluding epigram take on Stoic overtones, adopting apathy
toward an external world in order to enjoy life more fully the
freedom of an internal world” (1979 p. 707).
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and, admittedly, iIn certain respects, cleverly contrived
“theory” of “romantic poetry’. It was not, from the very
beginning, purely a matter of literary definition. Given
Schlegel’s expansive theoretical ambitions, the meaning
of romanticism extended well beyond the parameters of
literature into philosophical realms, more specifically

those of ontology.

Given the predominant and apparently unavoidable presence
of a looming, insensate force of nature and the subject’s
alignment with 1t, for better or worse, his definitive
person, that is to say, his bodily self and personality
were completely lost to the cause. His “iInner-nature’ may
well have expanded into the shadowy realms of “infinity
and stardom”, but his finite, physical form fared rather
less well._1%9 All that was iIntegumentary, singular and
personal wilted and withered under the conditions that
proved so expedient to that which was universal,
hebetudinous and found somewhere “within’.

The individual subject was lost. He was part of a “whole”
he could not possibly begin to understand or readily
discern. It was, as | have said a number of times, all

extremely mysterious.

To extend oneself to nature was, in all likelihood, a
vain and wholly destructive theoretical pursuit, as |
said; one that almost certainly came to exact its cost in
Schopenhauer’”s calamitous description of its will. Max
Stirner aspired to redress the balance: to bring the
subject’s, up till now, neglected personal and somatic

standing to light and fruition.

159 Alfred de Musset, “Letters of Dupuis and Cotonet” collected in
“The Complete Writings of Alfred de Musset” Volume 9 (1836 / 1908 p.
209 - 210).
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In the course of the present chapter, I have also
attempted to emphasise, primarily to underline a key
motif of romanticism and the largely irresolvable nature
of the problems it posed, the extent to which the
question of “self” troubled a number of “secondary
writers” in whom 1 have expressed an equal interest. Some
of whom were indeed affiliated with romanticism, others
were not, but, nevertheless, still grappled with a number
of uncertainties that, 1 believe, came to fore with the
emergence of the literary form. The need to identify the
subject’s “true’ nature was not, not by any stretch of
the imagination, exclusive to Schlegel, Schopenhauer or
Stirner — i1t was far more widely “felt” than that and
across many more disciplines and chronological periods
than may customarily be acknowledged.

Rather than concentrate solely on any one of the three
writers, | have seen fit to i1dentify the “individual
subject” as the focus of the present study. Principally,
to ascertain not only his standing and value as it was
presented, even depicted in their work, but to critically
evaluate the subject’s “maturation”, as | described it,
from an inchoate, “general spirit” to “singular
personality” as he is ushered through the “climatic”’ and

dramatic changes of the three respective schemes.

Allow me to turn your attention to the second chapter and
the overweening figure of Friedrich Schlegel; his
“theory” of “romantic poetry” was, | believe, the point
where the subject entered the initial stage of his
developmental “growth”. Schlegel’s romantic vision was a
hotbed of dull organic forces that enjoyed the most
favourable of temperate conditions. The clammy and
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decidedly stuffy air of Schlegel’s “theory” constituted a
perfect of environment for the subject’s vegetal “inner-

nature” to grow, as we will hear, to a wild and tumescent
degree.
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CHAPTER TWO

FRIEDRICH SCHLEGEL”S HOTHOUSE

“What a writer! Like a cuttle-fish In water, every
movement produces a cloud of ink which shrouds his
thought In darkness!” _160

Henri-Frédéric Amiel, “Amiel’s Journal’

“l need limitless illusions, receding before me to keep
me always under their spell. What use to me is anything
that can end? The hour which will arrive In sixty years’
time is already close at hand. 1 have no liking for
anything that takes its rise, draws near, arrives, and is
no more. I want a good, a dream, in fact a hope that is
ever in advance, ever beyond me, greater than my

expectation itself, greater than the things which pass

away” . 6L

Etienne Pivert de Sénancour, “Obermann’

“In analysing “romance” the first definition required,
perhaps, iIs to this effect: the “romantic” is the
opposite of the real. Romance i1s a thing that is iIn some
sense non-existent. For instance, “romance” is the
reality of yesterday, or of tomorrow; or it is the
reality of somewhere else” . 162

Wyndham Lewis, “Time and Western Man~

160 Henri-Frédéric Amiel, “Amiel’s Journal. The Journal Intime of
Henri-Frédéric Amiel” (1882 / 1901 p. 190).

161 Etienne Pivert de Sénancour, “Obermann”, Vol. 1 (1803 / 1910 p.
73).

162 Wyndham Lewis, “Time and Western Man” (1927 p. 22).
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“Happy projects of future joy, you are, perhaps, the only

true happiness known to man” .63

Alfred de Musset, “The Confession of a Child of the
Century’

I. THE CUTTLE-FISH

“Obscurantism 1s a sin perhaps not against the Holy
Spirit, but certainly against the human. Therefore we
ought never to forgive it, but always and everywhere
implacably hold i1t against the person who has made
himself guilty of it, and take every opportunity of
showing our contempt for him, as long as he lives, and
even after he i1s dead”.1% Arthur Schopenhauer wrote these
words in 1844 in the second volume of “The World and Will
and Representation” and the person In question was a

certain Friedrich Schlegel.

Schlegel was indeed dead at this point and had been for a
good fifteen years, but no less “guilty” of having
committed a “sin’, as Schopenhauer regarded it, against
“the human” which, as he emphatically and rather harshly

maintained, should never be forgiven.

The philosopher had something of a cheek to speak of
Schlegel in this light; his own doctrine of will dealt
“the human” all sorts of painful and nasty little pinches
before he finally saw off his own humanity with a
particularly grievous and conclusive blow. Nonetheless,

Schopenhauer saw fit to talk of Schlegel’s “disgraceful

163 Alfred de Musset, “The Confession of a Child of the Century” (1836
/ 1908 p. 250).

164 Arthur Schopenhauer, “The World as Will and Representation”, Vol.
11 (1844 / 1966 p. 525).
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obscurantism” in precisely these unforgiving terms.165 Not

to say that Schopenhauer was entirely unjustified.

Friedrich Schlegel was not the clearest of writers; he
was, more often than not, a dreadful pleonast. The number
of words he used far too frequently outweighed the number
of ideas he wished to convey. Schlegel used far too many
of one and entertained too few of the other. At least,
that i1s the abrupt conclusion one is tempted to come to
when Schlegel was at his most effusive.

Having called him a “pleonast’, there were other
occasions, most notably In his aphoristic pieces,
“fragments” as Schlegel called them, when he did not seem
to use nearly enough words to convey the meaning he
wished to express. Schlegel was, in these particular
instances, extremely sparing In his use of them. “A
work”, to take one example, “is cultivated when it is
everywhere sharply delimited, but within those limits
limitless and inexhaustible; when 1t is completely
faithful to itself, entirely homogeneous, and nonetheless

exalted above itself” 166

When faced with such a dense, impenetrable collection of
words, 1t is hardly the easiest of things to discern what
meaning they were actually intended to convey. It all
sounds conspicuously obscure and one may even come around
to Schopenhauer’s way of thinking very quickly indeed, if
not start to believe the philosopher was somewhat kinder

to Schlegel than he might otherwise have been.

165 Arthur Schopenhauer, “The World as Will and Representation”, Vol.
11 (1844 / 1966 p. 525).

166 Friedrich Schlegel, “Lucinde and the Fragments” (1797 - 1799 /
1971 p. 204).
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It is hard to judge whether Schlegel should really, at
times, have gone to such trouble to write many of these
“fragments” of his in the first place. The majority of
them sound so very lofty, pious and intentionally
profound that one cannot help feel letdown, even annoyed,
by the sudden realisation that they, the grand sounding
fragments, express little, if a single illuminating point
at all.

It 1s tempting, In these moods, to believe Schlegel’s
fragments were written purely for effect and nothing
more. “In truth, and particularly iIn the case of
Friedrich Schlegel”, as Maurice Blanchot pointed out in
an essay, “The Athenaeum” (1983), “the fragment often
appears as a means of complacent self-indulgence, rather
than an attempt to elaborate a more rigorous mode of

writing” .

Initially, one iIs never quite sure where exactly one
stands with the infuriating critic. Schlegel is an
extraordinarily difficult writer to get to grips with; he
wins one’s favour as quickly as he loses it. We see too
little of the Schlegel who perfectly balances what he
wishes to say with terms of expression that entirely suit
their intended meaning and far too much of the other
Schlegel, the diffusive one, who frequently sounds far
too fond of his own voice for his own good. The reader,
presuming they harbour similar reservations, may even

start to object to certain aspects of his work.

Schlegel had, to warn you again, an exceedingly “sweet
tooth” and was prone to express himself in an extremely

affected and patronising manner. He also seemed to have

167 Maurice Blanchot, “The Athenaeum” (1983 p. 171 - 172).
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something of an unhealthy obsession with flowers;
consequently, his “Dialogue on Poetry’ exudes a somewhat
fumitory, off putting smell that can hardly be said to

readily ingratiate the reader to his work.168

Schlegel’s aphoristic pieces, the “fragments” 1
mentioned, had a thoroughly indigestible, if not inedible
quality to them; they were not willing to divulge their
meaning and “go down the hatch” - to put i1t very
simplistically, with the least bit of ease. Even the more
digestible ones leave something of an unpleasant
aftertaste In one’s mouth. “They are often written’, as
Robert Wernaer wrote in an extremely perceptive essay,
“Romanticism and the Romantic School In Germany” (1910),
“In such compact language, and, at times, designedly with
such fallacious subtlety that many of them cannot be

understood taken by themselves” .

Schlegel’s fragments had an irresolvable air about them;
it was a quality that certainly belied, as he no doubt
intended, their brevity. Even so, i1t is particularly
exasperating to find that so few words are able to
inflict such sharp and unpleasant pangs of dyspeptic
pain. The critic’s fragments stick in one’s throat like a

sickly assortment of congealed sweets.

What makes matters twice as worse than they need

necessarily have been is that one, however dimly, begins

168 On page 53, for example, of Schlegel’s “Dialogue on Poetry and
Literary Aphorisms” (1797-1800 / 1968) we hear him talk about the
“flower and kernel of other minds”; on page 81, the “first flower of
youthful imagination”; turning to page 101, he spoke of the
“eternally fresh flowers of the imagination” and on the 153vd page we
are confronted with another “fresh flower”, this time it was attached
to a “living stalk”.

169 Robert M. Wernaer, “Romanticism and the Romantic School in
Germany” (1910 p. 68).
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to suspect that there may well have been a form of “wit”
at play within some of his aphoristic contributions.
Sadly, Schlegel had little flair for comedy. If we turn,
in this respect, to his “Dialogue on Poetry’, we come
face to face with Schlegel’s “wit” and it throws an
otherwise perfectly understandable sentence into
disarray. Having successfully made one’s way through two
thirds of i1t, we reach the final third and Schlegel’s
‘wit” not only impedes our way, but encourages the
thoroughly dispiriting impression that one has somehow
missed the point of the epigram altogether. “An
aphorism”, as Schlegel wrote, “ought to be entirely
isolated from the surrounding world like a little work of
art and complete iIn itself like a hedgehog”.170

It all seems, at times, to be something of a laborious,
uphill struggle with Schlegel. In these bleak moments,
one has to fight every urge not to hold a lasting grudge
against Schlegel for intentionally making one feel like
Dupuis or Cotonet. One becomes increasingly suspicious
whether in fact Schlegel did not simply set out with the
intentional purpose of leaving the reader completely in
the dark.

IT one is in a more forgiving mood, one may even begin to
doubt one’s judgement and entertain the belief that there
must surely have been a certain “light” and “playful” air
to Schlegel’s work that has, in the course of time,
simply been lost somewhere along the way. In much the
same way, the human digestive system was once said to
have been able to cope quite easily with wild berries

without making him delirious and sick.

170 Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1797 - 1800 / 1968 p. 143).
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Perhaps it was intended as a private joke, one might
continue to imagine, that Schlegel shared with his older
brother August, his sister in law, Caroline, Novalis,
Ludwig Tieck, Friedrich Schleiermacher or any of the
other figures associated with The Athenaum. It was, or so
we have been led to believe, if one reads Lacoue-Labarthe
and Nancy’s bombastic study, “The Literary Absolute”
(1978), conceived In a “communal”, homely sort of spirit
after all.

However, the word “playful” insinuates there is, to some
degree or other, an amount of pleasure to be derived from
Schlegel’s “Dialogue on Poetry”. I say “playful’ as it
quite possibly describes Schlegel’s “pleasure’ rather
more faithfully than it does our own and Schlegel’s
“pleasure”, for all of i1ts flowery homeliness and
abundance of jellied sweets, was not without 1ts own
sadistic peculiarities.

Schlegel’s sugariness should not be underestimated; he
may well have adorned his inceptive “theory” of “romantic
poetry” with flowers and bunting but, like a funeral
procession, it worked its way, if one takes
Schopenhauer’s doctrine into consideration, towards a

very uninviting and inhospitable place indeed.

Everything about Schlegel’s work tends, if one s not
careful, to make one slightly dizzy and short of breath.
“The perfume of the flowers was bewildering’, as Rilke
might have said of him, “like many voices sounding all at

once” .17l Schlegel”’s work is more than just a little

171 Rainer Maria Rilke, “The Notebooks of Malte Laurids Brigge” (1910
/ 2008 p. 147). Translated by Burton Pike. Dalkey Archive Press,
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disorientating. It is not just the abundance of flowers
with which one is assaulted, but Schlegel’s contrived
enthusiasm for “the unconscious” and “infinite’, his
patronising air, his “disregard” for the rules of the
house whose “chaos”, as one begins to suspect, was of the
most fussily ordered nature, and, when one hears about
his cliquey little coterie iIn Jena, i1t almost becomes too

much to stomach.

Schlegel’s work has all of the clammy atmosphere of an
elderly and unpredictable relative’s conservatory on a
particularly long and muggy Sunday afternoon. We are
invited to “make ourselves at home” just so long as we
take off our shoes and do not “dare” touch a thing;
Schlegel commands us, in a raised voice, to “relax’. At
least, that i1s the distinct impression one gets from much
of the critic’s “Dialogue on Poetry”. It is difficult not
to harbour the growing suspicion that Schlegel’s
overbearing floweriness was not simply a front to
disguise something very unpleasant and unsavoury indeed.
However, one must repeatedly tell oneself that it may not
be immediately clear, but like all expansive and sweeping
views, Schlegel’s work involves an enormous of patience

and a great deal of fortitude to get to the top.

I1. THE MILDLY CHARGED FRAGMENTS

One would do very well to remind oneself, when one’s
patience is at its thinnest, that Schlegel fancied
himself as a polemicist; in the 300th fragment he hinted
as much himself. “When reason and unreason touch’, as one

of Schlegel’s more understandable sayings goes, “there’s

London.
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an electric shock. 1t’s called polemics” .17

Schlegel was tremendously fond of dishing out these, not
exactly deadly, but certainly modest and irritating
“electric shocks” in the most liberal of ways. If
Schlegel’s objective was to trouble readers with his
indigestible and mildly charged array of fragments then
he can be said to have been extremely accomplished at his
task.

Schlegel wished, I imagine, to unsettle, even perplex
readers rather than mollify or reassure them In an effort
to “engage’ them, in the most active sense of the word,
with his work. If iIndeed that was his objective, then
Schlegel can be said, if one i1s so iInclined, to have been
a first rate and supremely gifted polemicist.

However, one must seriously begin to question the long
term health effects of these minor “shocks” which are
continually delivered to one’s system. “At i1ts best’, as
René Wellek observed in an eponymous chapter devoted to
Friedrich Schlegel in the second volume of “A History of
Modern Criticism” (1955), “he can open, with a glimpse,
wide vistas; at its worst he can note down pretentious
witticisms and even trivialities”. “But one”, as Wellek
quickly added, “must be literal-minded indeed not to
recognize that Schlegel was engaged in warfare, that he
wanted and needed attention at the price of paradox and
offence, and that he loved the grandiose, mysterious, and
irrational too much to suppress it’.!” It is best, as

Wellek advised, not be too “literal-minded” when one

172 Friedrich Schlegel, “Lucinde and the Fragments” (1797 — 1799 /
1971 p. 204).

173 René Wellek, “Friedrich Schlegel” in “A History of Modern
Criticism: 1750 - 1950. Volume 2: The Romantic Age” (1955 p. 35).
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reads Schlegel’s work. Even so, it is something of a

strain.

Novalis, whose most well known poem - “Hymns to the
Night” (1800) appeared, like the 116t fragment, in the
third and final volume of The Athen&um, summed up
Schlegel’s intentions far better than Schlegel could
possibly have done himself. “Fragments of this kind’, as
Novalis wrote in “Grains of Pollen” (1798), “are literary
seeds: certainly, there may be many sterile grains among
them, but this i1s unimportant 1t only a few of them take
root”.* Novalis” assessment was almost certainly true of

Friedrich Schlegel’s contributions to the periodical.

One comes across dozens and dozens of “sterile grains’,
very few of which appear the least bit eager to show any
real sign of life however attentively one prods or waters
them, so to speak. Many, as Wellek pointed out, were
little more than blighted buds, “witticisms” and
“trivialities’ as he referred to them, that drop away
from one’s memory very sharply indeed; however, that is
not to say, | feel somewhat obliged to add, that
Schlegel’s work was completely barren or bereft of life,

if only in a gestatory sense.!”

There are a few important, if ultimately hazardous things
to be found among Schlegel’s horticultural display of
words. For all the criticisms and cheap shots one can
level at i1t, Schlegel’s romantic vision certainly prised
open up a huge vegetal environment that was open to

manipulation — certainly at the hands of Schopenhauer.

174 Novalis, “Grains of Pollen” (1798/ 19** 2: 463).
175 René Wellek, “Friedrich Schlegel” in “A History of Modern
Criticism: 1750 - 1950. Volume 2: The Romantic Age” (1955 p. 35).
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I11. THE GRAND “THEORY~

Having spoken a little about the often maddening,
slightly painful way in which Friedrich Schlegel
expressed himself, let us now say something about what he
struggled to say.

Let me turn your attention, with this objective in mind,
to Schlegel’s “theory” of “romantic poetry’. One should,
however, be a little wary of even using the term “theory”
when talking of Schlegel’s romantic vision for fear of it
representing one of the “deadening generalizations” of
which he claimed to disapprove.'® But Schlegel largely
ignored his own advice and propagated, In the course of
the third and final volume of The Athen&um, his own
“theory” very cleverly indeed.

Schlegel’s understanding of “romantic poetry” constituted
a “theory” of sorts. It was, to put it somewhat
awkwardly, a “non theory” theory; it was of a decidedly
“dressed down” order - sporting, as it were, the loosest,
most casual of clothes even i1f, as one increasingly
suspects, a tightly drawn girdle kept everything in the

strictest order underneath them.

Before we can begin to look at this particular matter in
any sort of depth, I should perhaps clarify what exactly
Schlegel understood by the term “romantic poetry”. We
have, after all, already familiarised ourselves, in the
introductory chapter, with the regrettable experience of
Dupuis and Cotonet. It iIs necessary, at this point, to
refer at some length, to one of Schlegel’s more tumid

176 Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms”
(1799 - 1800 / 1968 p. 55).
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‘grains’ - 1 am referring to the “116t" fragment” of his

“Dialogue on Poetry”.

While 1 am a little hesitant to call it Schlegel’s “most
successful fragment”, it would appear to be his most
discussed and celebrated. The 116t fragment has, over the
years, been interpreted, rightly or wrongly, as the very
cornerstone of romanticism. “This fragment”, as indeed
René Wellek wrote, “has been quoted over and over again
and has been made the key for the interpretation of the
whole of romanticism”. “But’, as he insightfully added,
“‘one should recognize that i1t is only one of his
deliberately mystifying pronouncements and that in it
Schlegel uses the term “romantic” in a highly
idiosyncratic way which he himself very soon

abandoned” . 177

Wellek, 1 believe, was entirely correct In this respect;
one should not “restrict’ one’s attention, i1If indeed that
is an appropriate term, to Schlegel’s 116t fragment,
instead one should take it onboard and consider it
alongside Schlegel’s many other “deliberately mystifying

pronouncements”, as Wellek called them.

“Romantic poetry”, as Schlegel maintained, “...does not
manifest itself in individual conceptions but in the
structure of the whole”.!® Schlegel’s visual impediment,
his “presbyopia” as I referred to it in the introductory
chapter, always tended to be focused on the “whole”

rather than any one particular aspect of it. One ought,

177 René Wellek, “Friedrich Schlegel” in “A History of Modern
Criticism: 1750 - 1950. Volume 2: The Romantic Age’ (1955 p. 12 -
13).

178 Friedrich Schlegel, “Dialogue on Poetry and Literary Aphorisms’
(1799 - 1800 / 1968 p. 86).
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in this respect, not to concentrate one’s attention too
intently on the 116t fragment but consider it, as indeed

Wellek advised, along with all his others.

Turning immediately to the fragment in question, we read:
“Romantic poetry is a progressive, universal poetry. Its
aim isn’t merely to reunite all the separate species of
poetry and put poetry in touch with philosophy and
rhetoric. It tries to and should mix and fuse poetry and
prose, Inspiration and criticism, the poetry of art and
the poetry of nature; and make poetry lively and
sociable, and life and society poetical; poeticize wit
and fill and saturate the forms of art with every kind of
good, solid matter for iInstruction, and animate them with

the pulsations of humor” .1

Schlegel went on to say: ‘It embraces everything that is
purely poetic, from the greatest systems of art,
containing within themselves still further systems, to
the sigh, the kiss that the poetizing child breathes
forth In artless song. It can so lose itself In what it
describes that one might believe it exists only to
characterize poetical individuals of all sorts; and yet
there still is no form so fit for expressing the entire
spirit of an author: so that many artists who started out
to write only a novel ended up by providing us with a
portrait of themselves. It alone can become, like the
epic,