Excerpts From Dawn to Decadence (2000)

by Jacques Barzun

After Waterloo had been fought and Napoleon was at England’s mercy, France was occupied by the Allies and the Bourbons were restored to the throne, the Treaty of Vienna was signed, and the victorious powers formed a defensive alliance.  The task then facing Europe was twofold: containment of revolution and reconstruction in culture.  Each of these dominant concerns had its opponents.  Containment was to be achieved by the Russian tsar’s Holy or the powers’ Quadruple Alliance.  But force of arms could serve only against new uprisings after the fact . . .

The flood of emotions stirred, the hopes and ideas raised between 1789 and 

1815 . . . were to be reviewed, adapted to the times, shaped into some kind of order.  The outburst against abstract reason and the search for order make up one continuous effort, which has acquired the historical name of Romanticism.  What began as a cluster of movements became the spirit of an age . . . the name [Romanticism] was attached to disparate sets of facts and tendencies.  There is first the galaxy of artists—poets, painters, musicians, and theorists of art and society—an outpouring of genius hard to match in any period for variety and numbers.  Then there is the many-sided religious revival . . . Next, Romanticism included political and economic ideas either new or developed forms of earlier views.  Finally, there are Romanticist philosophies, morals, and attitudes, scientific innovations, and the rediscovery of certain past periods, thanks to the characteristic discipline of History . . .

There were Romanticists who wanted a king and others a parliament, some were Catholic, others Protestant; some were drawn by the Middle Ages, others by the Orient; some relished poetic prose, others abhorred it . . .  

Digression on a Word

The use of romantic in English goes back to the 17C when it was used to denote imagination and inventiveness in storytelling and, soon after, to characterize scenery and paintings.  It served as a synonym to, harmonious, picturesque.  At the core of the epithet, obviously, is a proper name: Rome, Roman.  From the start, the image is many-sided.  Centuries after the fall of the empire, the vernacular spoken along the Mediterranean was no longer vulgar Latin but a variable dialect called roman.  From it came French, Spanish, Italian, and other romance languages, still called by that name in academic departments.  After a time, roman was applied to tales written in that dialect as spoken in southern France.

These tales were often about love and adventure . . . In French today the word for novel is still roman, while in English a romance is one kind of novel and by further extension one kind of love affair.  On this account romantic gets used to denote the blissful state and character of the participants . . .

In the last years of the 18C in Germany and England, Romantic generated the –ist form to designate those dissatisfied with the neo-classic style and enthusiastic about new forms in art and thought . . . The one link between the temper of the period and the original meaning of the word is that Romanticism validated passion and risk . . . 

Man . . . is conceived by Romanticism as a creature that feels and can think.  His every thought is charged with some emotion . . . The poetry of the period is predominantly lyrical—it speaks in the first person to report on its findings within the self . . .  The concrete beauty of nature speaks directly to the receptive mind.  And from the same source comes . . . the cult of nature—the love of trees and flowers, gardening for pleasure, bird-watching and camping, and the belief that one must leave the unnatural city at least once a year and restore in the countryside something essential to life. . . .

In painting, from Géricault taking as a subject a recent shipwreck, to Goya depicting the ravages of war . . . and further to Delacroix showing the victims of the Turkish massacres in Greece, the preoccupation with lifelikeness encourages the portrayal of contemporary incidents.  In England meanwhile, John Constable had shown that color in nature was far brighter over a wide range than prevailing practice allowed . . . the young sculptor Antoine Barye studied the large animals of the Paris zoo . . . [and] was commissioned to make the groups of bronze wild beasts, life-size, that embellish several of the gardens of the city.  Simultaneously in America, Audubon was sailing down the Mississippii on the lookout for birds to draw and paint, achieving his purpose with the completion in 1838 of his 435 plates of life-size depiction.

Other Examples of Romantic Art

John Henry Fuseli, The Nightmare (c. 1782-91)

William Blake, The Great Red Dragon and the Woman Clothed with the Sun (c. 1805)

J. M. W. Turner, The Great Western Railway (1844)

Edwin Landseer, Queen Victoria & Prince Albert at a Costume Ball (1842) 
