	TLS    May 9, 2003

	Maren Meinhardt


	09/05/2003


	[image: image1.png]




	THE ROMANTIC CONCEPTION OF LIFE. Science and philosophy in the age of Goethe. By Robert J. Richards. 587pp. University of Chicago Press. $35; distributed in the UK by Wiley. £24.50. - 0 226 71210 9 

The Romantic Conception of Life is a defence of German Romanticism and its influence, and especially of "Romantic science" -a concept often thought of as an aberration in science, the very expression considered a contradiction in terms. The biology of the nineteenth century, so Robert J. 

Richards's argument goes, and especially Darwin's thought, was not after all so radical a departure. Rather, it evolved from the thinking of Romantics in Germany. 

The German Romantic movement was a very personal affair, flourishing mainly through the concentration of many of its leading lights in the late 1790s in the university town of Jena, from which Goethe in Weimar was just two hours away by carriage. Richards is at his most engaging when he shows how the often arcane theorizing of the movement was brought to life in the personal entanglements of this closely interwoven circle of young writers and philosophers. 

In this group, it is the fate of Caroline Bohmer-Schlegel-Schelling, the femme fatale of German Romanticism, that threads itself through their affairs, binding the friends together and later contributing to their estrangement; Richards himself confesses in a smitten footnote that "this historian, too, has succumbed". After an unhappy first marriage and a liaison with a French revolutionary, to whom she bore a child, she was imprisoned as a subversive, but released through the intervention of Wilhelm Schlegel, whom she went on to marry. An affair with Friedrich Schelling, then a philosophy student twelve years her junior, and the death of her fifteen-year-old daughter Auguste in the strange love triangle that ensued, led finally to the dissolution of the group. Apart from their complicated and passionate personal affairs, the Romantics had a knack for dying prettily: at the age of twenty-nine, Novalis followed his consumptive fifteen-year-old fiancee, according to Friedrich Schlegel, "gently and beautifully"; Caroline died with "a lovely turn of her head" (Schelling); and the physician Johann Christian Reil, infected with typhoid and tending to his patients until he thought himself infectious, asked that a goldfinch and a vase of flowers be placed ("so that my eye may be pleased") next to his deathbed. 

However, in his desire to furnish the reader with a thorough grounding in the sources of Romantic philosophy, Richards does not shirk from subjecting us to gruellingly sustained philosophical excursions, such as the one on Kant's critical philosophy. Stepping beyond Kant's definition of reality as determined by individual consciousness, Johann Gottlieb Fichte saw the subjective ego, as well as the external world, as governed by the absolute ego -a higher, absolute mind - and organized along the same aesthetic and moral principles. Thus, the Romantics felt, loving relation- ships with each other were a way of bringing them closer to realizing these values, and of elevating them to a higher level of consciousness. Likewise, nature was arranged in sym- metry with the self and imbued with the same values, so that exploring it would reveal deeper truths about the self, too. By (say) exploring the remote jungles of the Orinoco, as Alexander von Humboldt had just done on his journey (1799-1805) to the Americas, one would come to a closer understanding of one's own nature. 

An inherent structure in nature meant that, while exploration had to be at the heart of the scientific enterprise, the knowledge thus gained could then be used to establish a deductive system. This was justified by the belief that nature formed an organic whole, a "Cosmos" -which was also the title that Humboldt had given his ambitious, uncompleted project of uniting all knowledge of the scientific world. It is at this point that Richards establishes the argument that the Romantics were forerunners of evolutionary thought in a Darwinist sense: Romantic thought was a development away from Descartes's or Newton's mechanistic understanding of life to an organic one. 

A work of art was seen to develop much like an organic being, starting out as a concept, and growing until it reached its definite form. 

Romanticism can be defined as a reaching out, from a position of the finite, to the ideal and infinite. Schelling elaborated on Fichte's philosophy and designated biology (necessarily studied with the "poetic" virtue of aesthetic judgement) as the field of study best suited to reveal this infinite. Schelling's philosophy of identity allowed scientists to assume purpose in nature without necessarily having to hand responsibility for this to a personal God. (In fact, Richards traces the coinage of the word "evolution" for the changing of species back to Schelling.) It was this idea of living forms moving from an archetypal structure to an idealized form that sent Goethe roaming through Sicily in search of the Urpflanze (archetypal plant); it was later taken up and developed by Ernst Haeckel and eventually by Darwin in the form of historical animals as precursors of present ones. 

The fascinating mixture of the sound with what today seems the fantastical is glimpsed in the person of Reil, the physician. In his treatment of the mentally ill, he advocated progressive humanizing measures, such as exposing his patients to music, poetry and the theatre; but he also came up with the flight of fancy that was the use of the "cat-piano". Animals of different vocal pitches would be lined up in a row "with their tails stretched behind them. And a keyboard outfitted with sharpened nails would be set over them. The struck cats would provide the sound. A fugue played on this instrument", Reil advanced, "must bring Lot's wife herself from her fixed state into prudential awareness". 

Robert Richards has done an admirable and comprehensive job in binding the science, art and philosophy, as well as the main personalities and the curiosities of the Romantic era into a whole. Some misspellings in the German (as when he quotes Goethe's Faust) might have been avoided in what is otherwise a work of impressive scope and scholarly authority. 
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