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Romanticism: Breaking the Canon

Nina Athanassoglou-Kallmyer

Le romantisme n'est précisément ni dans le choix des sujets, ni
dans la vérité exacte, mais dans la maniére de sentir.
—Baudelaire, “Qu'est-ce que le romantisme?’' Salon de 1846

audelaire’s celebrated definition of Romanticism makes one

thing clear at the very outset: by describing Romanticism as

an alternate “way of feeling,” as a novel outlook on what is
already there, it signals the movement's fundamentally revisionist
intent. Romanticism thus ushers in the history of modernism by
being the earliest manifestation of a concerted and antiphonal
“counter-discourse” whose goal was both to break and, at the same
time, revitalize moribund traditions preserved by a dominant order.
Both Romanticism’s proponents and detractors agreed on this point,
albeit from vastly different perspectives. “Thus, properly speaking,
Romanticism is in practice a coalition prompted by various interests,
but which has one common goal, war against the rules, against the
rules of convention,” wrote a pro-Romantic French newspaper in
1825.2In turn, the anti-Romantic author A.D.* ** spoke of Roman-
ticism's "revolt against experience, in its hatred for all sorts of
subjection, in its contempt for old traditions. . . . What is Romanti-
cism? It is independence from all rules and consecrated authori-
ties. . . in a word it is the absence of taste.”3

Classicism was paired with the past and with reaction. Ro-
manticism harked to the future, to modernity and progress. The old
order was symbolized by aged and cranky aristocrats or middle-
aged bourgeois ordinariness; renovation assumed the guise of
youthful dandy and bohemian eccentricity.4 Such stark dichotomies
were common currency among observers of the time. i feel,"” wrote
the Romantic Italian poet Giovanni Berchet in 1816, “that | can call
the former [classical poetry] the poetry of the dead and the latter
[Romantic poetry] the poetry of the living."”"5 It is such an approach
to Romanticism as revision of established cultural and aesthetic
values that the articles in this issue pursue, each from a different
angle.

Romanticism’s assault on established authority paralleled the
libertarian goals of the political upheavals that span the movement's
historical course—from the American and French revolutions to
wars for national independence in Greece, ltaly, Poland, and Latin
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America. War and revolution became handy metaphors for referring
to the embattled Romantics. Critics in France described Romantic
painting as the “canon of 1789" or the “14 July of taste.”s The
concept of an allied artistic and political vanguard, modeled on
military paradigms and jointly marching toward aesthetic and social
reform, took shape, significantly, in the 1820s, during the very years
of Romanticism's wholesale cultural emancipation.” In turn, the
vagaries of aesthetic conflict provided the symbolic battleground on
which the fortunes of opposing ideologies—conservatism against
progressivism—were played out. As the liberal French newspaper
Le Globe put it:

Two great principles are fighting over the world these days, authori-
tarianism and liberty. In philosophy, in politics, in religion, in
literature even, we encounter them everywhere; and if the war they
wage on this latter territory [i.e., literature], under the names of
Classicism and Romanticism, does not sound very threatening, still
this is no reason why they should not deserve the full attention of
the observer.8

Even ideologically conservative strands of Romanticism, such as
among the French Romantics prior to 1824, had a rebellious edge, if
not a political or social one, most certainly an aesthetic and cultural
one. Indeed, Romanticism's association with revolt and upheaval,
persisting well into the twentieth century, often caused the move-
ment to be retroactively regarded with suspicion. In France, for
example, during periods of cultural and political calls to order, such
as followed the Franco-Prussian War and World War |, Romanticism
(perceived in addition as Northern and Germanic) was virtually
ostracized in favor of its opposite, classicism (seen as latinate and
Gallic).? So that, in 1909, Maurice Denis could declare that “Roman-
ticism is ridiculed. In literature just as in politics the younger genera-
tion has a passion for order."1° And in the aftermath of the Great
War, the movement was reportedly tolerated only if “chastized” by
classicism, as André Gide's famous pronouncement suggests: “The
classical work will be forceful and beautiful as a result of its subdued
Romanticism."11

In its attempt to overthrow an authoritarian and elitist cultural
hegemony, Romanticism directed its assault against the official
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institutions—academies, schools, awards, and exhibition systems—
and the official aesthetic—academic classicism—they stood for.12
As Le Globe urged:

Let us start, therefore, by tearing down this literary Bastille [i.e., the
Académie Frangaise] erected by two centuries of habit. . . . Let us
direct all our efforts against its battlements. Let the rule of the
unities, the absolute separation of the genres, the declamatory style
of the Music Conservatory, and the pompous style of the Ecole be
demolished one after another under the blows of common sense.
... Genius will do the rest.13

As an alternative to univocal and highbrow academic classicism,
Romanticism fought for a democracy of taste. in his review of the
explosive 1824 Salon, in which classicism and Romanticism collided
head on, the liberal critic and journalist Adolphe Thiers compared
“le joug académique” to a repressive political regime and paralleled
Romanticism's comprehensive all-inclusiveness to a democratic rep-
resentative government:

The call for independence has been spread among the artists.
Everyone has followed the route he preferred. . . . all tastes have
their share, all styles have their spectators. . . . During fifteen years,
one single direction has been given to the arts, the sciences. . . .
What a vast reform has spread in the last ten years, thanks to the
in the arts, what
variety, what novelty of subject matter thanks to the freedom from
the academic yoke which is beginning to take place.14

debates of the representative government, . . .

A new aesthetic ideal emerged, egalitarian and all-inclusive.
Friedrich von Schlegel’s celebrated definition of the movement in his
Fragment 116 of 1798 described Romantic poetry as “‘universal” and
comprehensive in its attempt to encompass diverse manifestations
of the human experience, intellectual, emotional, social, and aes-
thetic. Consequently, the Romantic work would be a gigantic com-
posite uniting literature, philosophy, science and rhetoric, high and
popular art, tragedy and comedy, prose, poetry and epic, beauty
and ugliness, the past and modernity—a total work of art or, in
Schlegel's words, “a mirror of the whole surrounding world, a
portrait of the age."'15

Romantic all-inclusiveness forced the narrow thematic and
stylistic confines of canonical art into newfound tolerance. It sig-
naled the beginnings of the aesthetic and ideological acceptance of
previously marginalized "“Others," social, racial, cultural, and aes-
thetic. Thus, Goya, Géricault, and Hugo delved into the somber
facets of human existence, the lower depths of crime, madness, and
sickness. Delacroix, Gautier, and Hayez evoked an exotically unfa-
miliar East. Wordsworth and Coleridge embraced the simple lan-
guage and the “incidents of common life."16 Schiller, Baudelaire,
and Courbet valued the art of the child and childlike naiveté above
the polished sophistication of learned art. “*Genius is but childhood

"

rediscovered,” wrote Baudelaire.’”? Arnim, Brentano, Fauriel, and
Runge were fascinated by folkloric poetry and popular artifacts,
such as woodblock prints and silhouette cutouts. Delacroix was
both collecting and making caricatures.'8 Balzac and Hugo tried
their hand at popular terror novels. Melodramas, wax museums,
and crude canards recounting sensational faits divers competed for
popularity (and often won) against such hallowed pillars of tradition
as grand opera and the Comédie Frangaise, the Salon and the
Louvre's old masters. In Le Globe's words:

Art must.be free and free in the most unlimited fashion. Everything
that constitutes part of the universe, from the most elevated object
down to the most lowly one, from the celebrated Madonna of Pope
Sixtus to the Flemish drunkards, deserves to be part of our represen-
tations since Nature has thought it worth including among her
works.1?

The aesthetic upshot of such ventures beyond the “center,” into the
cultural and social “periphery,” was the annihilation of classicism's
absolute and canonical ideal beauty. Romantic theorists, including
August Wilhelm von Schlegel, Simonde de Sismondi, and, in their
wake, Madame de Staél, Stendhal, and Baudelaire posited instead
the relativity and multiplicity of the concept of beauty. “There are as
many beauties as there are habitual manners of looking for happi-
ness,” Baudelaire—echoing Stendhal—declared in 1846.20
Stendhal hinged such relativity on audience reception. in true
Romantic and democratic fashion, the public and the anonymous
individual were now to be the ultimate arbiters of taste. Beauty was
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to be a popular affair, defined from “below.” Aesthetic judgment
exploded into an infinite number of splinters. Pleasure, that diffuse,
sensuous reaction to the aesthetic experience, was to replace classi-
cism's pointedly edifying austerities as the principal criterion for
modern art. in 1823 Stendhal wrote:

Romanticism is the art of presenting to people the literary works
which, in the actual state of their habits and beliefs, are likely to
give them the greatest possible pleasure. Classicism, on the con-
trary, presents them with the literature that gave the greatest plea-
sure to their great grandfathers.2

Detached from absolute aesthetic imperatives, beauty also became
dissociated from ideal moral demands. Evil and ugliness ("'le Laid")
were raised to rival ideal beauty’s traditional attributes, goodness
and truth.22 The thrill of terror replaced the pang of consciousness.
In the celebrated preface to his play Cromwell (1827), Victor Hugo
praised at length the aesthetic category of the grotesque, host to the
ugly and the evil, and the antithesis to the sublime and the beautiful.
In its marginality and opposition to the canon, the grotesque encap-
sulated not only the aesthetic and the spirit, but also the very
counter-discursive (and “counter-culture”) essence of Romantic
modernism.

Amoral, nonhierarchical, and multifaceted, the Romantic
“Beau moderne" paved the way for the avid and all-inclusive aes-
theticism of later artistic developments, such as the art-for-art's-
sake movement and Symbolism. It was the latter that eventually
became its heir and its culmination. For as, under the double impact
of industrialization and all-pervasive middle-class values,
nineteenth-century culture grew increasingly bourgeois and venal,
Romanticism abandoned its former democratic universality for aris-
tocratic hermeticism. As early as 1830, Stendhal’s republican hymn
to the “divina libertd” of 180423 was replaced by his exclusive
dedication of Le Rouge et le noir: “To the happy few."

hile very different in scope and content, the articles in this
W issue all, in one way or another, explore aspects of Romantic
resistance to canonical aesthetic imperatives. The Romantic urge to
synthesize apparently irreconcilable opposites is the underlying
theme of both Barbara Maria Stafford's and Susan Sidlauskas's es-
says. Based on materials as varied as manuals of white magic and
treatises of popular science, Stafford investigates late eighteenth-
and early nineteenth-century attitudes toward the traditional
dichotomy of oral versus visual, and word versus image. She demon-
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strates that, despite long-standing beliefs that opposed Enlighten-
ment discursive rationalism to Romantic imagistic irrationalism, the
two periods were in fact contiguous, linked through their shared
notion that, as Stafford puts it, “imagery was the coefficient to
thought." In turn, Sidlauskas focuses on works by Turner and Soane
as she explores the Romantic unity of scientific and transcendental
thought.

Romanticism’s cultivation of notions of primitiveness, nature,
spontaneity, and imagination, as means of countering such norma-
tive concepts as civilization, reason, and learning, constitutes the
subject of the articles by Frances S. Connelly and Wendelin A.
Guentner. Connelly explores Philipp Otto Runge's use of a primi-
tivistic visual language inspired by the shape and perceived meaning
of hieroglyphic signs as an example of the Romantic fascination with
the origins of culture. Guentner approaches the Romantic quest for
unmediated naturalness and innocent spontaneity by tracing the
emergence of an aesthetic of the sketch in the critical discourse of
late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Britain.

The theme of the artist in confrontation with the social and
political status quo informs the essays by Randall C. Griffin and
James H. Rubin. Focusing on Thomas Cole, Griffin examines this
confrontation within the conservative, insular setting of nineteenth-
century American patronage, whose stolid mores, social and artistic,
became threatened by Romantic nonconformism. By exploring the
political and critical parameters of Delacroix’s first Salon painting,
The Barque of Dante and Virgil, Rubin, on the other hand, suggests
that, when faced with a similarly hostile context in Restoration
France, the artist astutely opted for a compromise between conser-
vatism and liberalism, idealism and modernity.

Romanticism as an artistic sensibility surviving into our own
era is discussed by Robert Rosenblum in the essay that concludes
this issue. In an earlier book, Modern Painting and the Northern
Romantic Tradition: Friedrich to Rothko (1975), Rosenblum posited
the inherent continuity between nineteenth-century Romanticism,
rooted in a northern cultural tradition, and modern Abstract Expres-
sionist painting. In this essay, however, in which he turns his atten-
tion to the Neo-Romantic movement of the 1980s, Rosenblum
comes to a significantly different conclusion, as he argues that
contemporary Neo-Romanticism cannot be viewed as organically
linked to its nineteenth-century forerunner, but should be regarded
instead as yet another by-product of postmodernism’s nostalgic
“retrospection’’ and revival of past historical styles.24

Considered together, the articles in this issue have, however,
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yet another, larger goal. They are meant to point to new avenues of
study in the field and to the benefits to be derived from applying
varied methodological approaches. This, along with the renewed
topicality of the movement in our own times, should prompt more
scholars to undertake new research.25 For, now that Neo-Romantic
retrospection challenges the art historian, what better way to find
an answer to today's puzzles than to look back into the prophetic
roots of the modernist venture? -
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