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Preface

What is Romanticism? A difficult question, as we shall see in
Chapter 1. It is tempting to reduce the question to: Who are the
Romantics? That seems to have a clear enough answer. Surely they
include Wordsworth, Byron, Shelley, and Keats among English
poets; Hugo, Lamartine, Musset, and Nerval among French; the
Swiss/French Madame de Staél, who popularized the very word
‘Romantic’; Germans such as the young Goethe and Schiller, then
the Schlegel brothers, the philosopher Schelling, the poets
Haolderlin and Novalis; Mickiewicz in Poland; Pushkin in Russia;
the composers Schumann, Chopin, Liszt, Berlioz, and Wagner,
along with Beethoven and Schubert in some of their phases; the
painters Turner, Delacroix, and Friedrich; and in America,
Emerson, Thoreau, Fuller, Melville, Poe, Dickinson, and Whitman.
With this little list, easily expanded, we already have many of

the greatest creative geniuses of the 19th century, still admired,
even revered, in the 21st. Most people who talk about
Romanticism at all talk about these people, or use them as
touchstones to talk about other people. There is little controversy
about this list as a first approximation, though nearly everyone
on it has attracted at least one perverse scholar who has

attacked his or her Romantic credentials.

We could leave it at that, and proceed with a short introduction
to these remarkable people and their works. But readers of this



Romanticism

book deserve an attempt to answer the harder question, and learn
something about what all these great people have in common -
their ideas, beliefs, commitments, tastes — and which traits their
works share. Why, after all, do we agree to call these artists and
thinkers ‘Romantic’ in the first place? It only begs the question to
put them on the same list. So this book will try to offer some
generalizations about the movement, if it was really one movement
and not several, that arose in the late 18th century and spread
throughout Europe and the Americas by the middle of the 19th.
It considers Romanticism from several angles, but seeks to find
commonalities from whichever approach it takes.

Still, we should keep the list of geniuses in mind as we go. To risk
a generalization right away, Romanticism celebrated genius and
unique individuality, so it is bound to be various and quirky.

And Romanticism, to risk another generalization, was alert to the
limits of discursive reason in the face of ‘life’, or ‘experience’, or
what Blake called ‘Minute Particulars’. As we consider the range
and aptness of the categories this book provides, the prickly
particularity of even its most ‘representative’ figures should warn
us against anything neat or simple or too abstract.
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