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The Romantic Conception of Life: Science and Philosophy in the Age of Goethe.

By Robert J. Richards. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press.

2002. xix + 587 pp. $36.50/£24.50 (hardback).

The main aim of The Romantic Conception of Life is to show how features of nineteenth century biology—specially, Darwin’s theory of evolution—originated in the German Romantic movement. This book is, however, not only about the history of science. Part One focuses on the lives, loves, and philosophical ideas of the most prominent Early Romantics in Germany, including the Schlegels, Novalis, Fichte, and Schleiermacher. It concludes with a chapter on Schelling’s philosophy. Part Two begins with accounts of the theories of generation put forward at the turn of the nineteenth century by the German scientists Blumenbach, Kielmeyer, and Reil. Like Part One, it culminates in a discussion of Schelling, whose ‘dynamic evolutionism’ is here placed against the backdrop of his contemporaries’ biological theories. Part Three is devoted to Goethe, whom Richards situates firmly in the context of Romanticism. After an account of Goethe’s early life and morphological theories (in particular his research on the intermaxillary bone), Richards goes on to examine not only the better-known facets of Goethe’s later scientific activity (his botanical and osteological ‘archetypes’), but also his views on evolution. The subject of Part Four, the book’s ‘epilogue’, is Darwin’s biology. Here, Richards examines Darwin’s roots in the German Romantic movement and the moral principles underpinning his theory of evolution.

There runs through The Romantic Conception of Life a pairing of biographical and biological material described by the author in the following words: ‘My intention has been to show how concepts of self, along with aesthetic and moral considerations—all tempered by personal relationships—gave complementary shape to biological representations of nature’ (p. xviii). The attempt to link life and science works best for Goethe, perhaps unsurprisingly. Otherwise, the endeavour is problematical. The book offers no well-defined view of the Romantic ‘concept of self’; it therefore remains unclear how the interpolated Romantic biographies are meant to enhance our understanding of Romantic biology other than in the most general of ways. This said, the biographical sections of the book are informative and engaging, and they give the reader an opportunity to recover his or her stamina in preparation for the more intellectually demanding chapters and sections.

One of the most outstanding parts of this book is the chapter on Schelling’s philosophy.  Here, Richards actually manages to make this philosopher’s notoriously baffling system comprehensible, describing lucidly the development in Schelling’s ideas from his Ideen zu einer Philosophie der Natur through to the System des transcendentalen Idealismus. Naturphilosophisch -challenged readers such as myself will certainly finish Richards’s third chapter with the satisfying feeling of having grasped some of Schelling’s central tenets. 

The Schelling chapter is probably the peak of Richards’s achievement in Part One. Part Two, which is devoted to German Romantic science, has a number of high points. The chapter on Johann Christian Reil features a stimulating analysis of the Rhapsodien, which takes account of Reil’s scientific prose style as well as of his psychiatric theories. 

The section on Schelling’s evolutionism, in which Richards explains why Schelling can legitimately be seen as a forerunner of Darwin, is outstanding in its intellectual subtlety. Equally, the section on Goethe’s evolutionary theories deserves particular praise for its originality.
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The part of this book that might, however, attract the most attention is Part Four (specifically, Chapter 14), which focuses on Darwin’s ‘Romantic biology’. Richards’s aims here are to show, in his words, ‘that Darwin’s conception of nature derived, via various channels, in significant measure from the German Romantic movement, and that, consequently, his theory functioned not to suck values out of nature but to recover them for a de-theologized nature’ (p. 516). With these goals in mind, he explores the influence on Darwin of German Romantic thinkers (especially Alexander von Humboldt), Darwin’s reception of the ‘very German’ (p. 532) theory of evolutionary recapitulation, and, finally, the moral aspects of natural selection as Darwin conceived it. The point that emerges most forcibly from this chapter is that nature, according to Darwin, was not selfish and cruel, but intelligent and moral. As Richards himself admits, any sensitive reader who has worked through The Origin of Species will already know this; anyone who does not will find in Richards’ persuasive account of Darwin’s moral theories a powerful stimulus to reassess his or her understanding of the great biologist. 
The Romantic Conception of Life is an extremely attractive volume, featuring many illustrations of key eighteenth- and nineteenth-century thinkers and aspects of their science. The book covers ground that will already be familiar to some readers in a lively and readable, but nonetheless scholarly way. It also offers some valuable new perspectives on German Romantic biology, Darwin’s theory of evolution, and links between the two. 
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