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A dominant feature of Romantic literature is the wish to transgress the given
reality or, more precisely, to challenge and alternate the ways to both perceive
and conceive reality. The literary text may not per se change reality, yet it can
suggest transformations indirectly by constructing new models or modes of
seeing and comprehending. In this essay, I will raise the question of the prin-
ciple of transfiguration as a way of dealing with the Romantic desire for a
radical transformation of perception. This will be conducted by exploring three
poetic models made explicit in the work of the European Romanticists Novalis
(1772-1801), John Keats (1795-1821), and Erik Johan Stagnelius (1793-1823).
The first two authors can be seen as representative of the two major European
Romanticisms, namely German and English Romanticism; my last example,
Stagnelius, is Swedish and, due to having written in a less known language, is
not very well read outside the Scandinavian countries, but still an exemplary
author in his own right, demonstrating a unique angle on what is called

*Romanticism’.?

' This article has been published in PRISM(S) — Essays in Romanticism, Vol. 14, 2006.
* It is clear, thus, that *Romanticism’ is a very complex term, though often used in singular
form about the heterogeneous literary and cultural period of the early 19. century. Tt is




The principle of transfiguration within a Romantic context has its back-
ground in the poetics of productive imagination and its ability to transcend a
given reality. Therefore, I will begin with a sketch of the Romantic notion of
productive imagination. But, as I will show, the pure ideology of imagination as
productive is not enough to understand the workings of transfiguration in
Romantic texts;® the ideclogy must be ’poetized’ if we are to comprehend the
demands of the specific text when it presents itself as a riddle, that in the words
of Adorno points out “den Ubergang dorthin [...], wo das Kunstwerk abbricht”
(188) ("the passage in that direction [...] where the work of art breaks off”).*
Thus, art in general displays a riddle of communication where signification
ends. In this sense, a central characteristic of the transfigurative mode in Ro-
mantic texts is a displaced representation with allegorical traits: the texts point
to meaning beyond themselves that is neither, as in the traditional concept of the
allegory, solely to be found in the content of an already given pretext, nor is it,
as in the negative-critical conception outlined by de Man, an entire displacement
of meaning in a "pure anteriority”, which produces the allegorical sign’s
“distance in relation to its own origin” (207); rather, the transfigurative mode
appears as an allegory in the Benjaminian sense. For Benjamin, allegory only
produces its meaning in and through itself as a temporal structure of expression
and convention that transforms “Dinge und Werke in erregende Schrift” (352)

("things and works into inciting writing”) with a meaning of their own that

important to emphasize that the term is used in retrospect, which is obvious in the case of
English Romanticism that neither was organized in literary groupings nor used the term itself.
Still, if we accept the use of the term — as I myself will hereafter — as a way of designating
certain historically founded literary phenomena, it is interesting to see what happens when a
marginal phenomenon like Swedish Romanticism is added to the conventional understanding
of the term. On a contrast of German and English Romanticism, see Wellek, on European
Romanticism (including Scandinavian Romanticism), see Behler, Die europdische Romantik.
® This story has, as well, been told more than once. For instance by Engel and Kearney; rela-
ted to the concept of genius, see Schmidt.

* Translations are here, as elsewhere, mine, unless indicated by a page reference to an existing
translation, listed in works cited.

differs from the original, textual starting point. To trace this reflection back to
Adorno’s idea of the aesthetic: When art presents itself as a riddle of communi-
cation, Adorno claims that the work of art cannot directly present any analytical,
conceptual means to solve this riddle; rather, the only way of dealing with the
riddle is for the work of art to indirectly indicate its own nature, and thus
through concretizing the riddle at work and displaying the basis of the its prin-
cipal insolubleness suggest a direction for solving the riddle. This pointing out
of the constitutional difficulty of the riddle produces in Adorno’s understanding
a certain gaze of art, a "Blick, mit dem die Kunstwerke den Betrachter anschau-
en” (185) (“gaze, with which the works of art are viewing the viewer”). This
reversal of gaze, that the artwork looks at us instead of we at it, can in my per-
spective productively be understood in connection to Romantic aesthetics, as
they posit a demand of being understood in such a way that transgresses under-

standing. E

I

That productive imagination is a founding factor of Romanticism is well known.
It stands, of course, at the heart of English Romanticism, but it also has the im-
pact of a pan-European trend, finding its way to Germany in the form of Kant’s
and Schelling’s philosophical discussions, as well to the Scandinavian countries
where it finds debate, especially through the Swedish periodical Phosphoros
(1810-13) (as an equivalent to the German periodical Athendum (1798-1800)) by
exploring new possibilities of aesthetic thinking and communication through
specific genres, e.g. the fragment.” My point is, briefly, that the discovery, or
rather the highlighting of a productive-creative faculty within consciousness
leads to a new kind of dynamics of human apperception consequential for a view

of reality. Equally important is the rise of imagination within Romanticism,

* To this connection, see Brylla,






















































