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Nature and Art- Rejected or Accepted by Romanticism?

Romanticism is considered to be a breakaway from the Enlightenment period, which starts the discussion of what was different about the Romantic period? What changes occurred within society to make the transformation from Enlightenment to Romanticism? A discussion held in class compared many ideals of Enlightenment to their correlation in Romanticism: instead of using reason in daily life there was a switch to focusing on passion, the acceptance of creativity and individuality was valued instead of the idea of a universal community. Also, the rejection of systems, abstracts, clockwork and a mechanical way of life changed into being organic. Using these new ideas created the basis of the Romantic view being more natural and the Enlightened age was too based on human construction. Many new “passions” were introduced or brought to new light, such as painting, sculpture, poetry. These new artistic outlets were taken seriously by the Romantics. Written work, such as William Heinrich Wackenroder’s piece Of Two Wonderful Languages and Their Mysterious Power, explores what makes Romanticism different and what ideas would never be accepted by the Enlightenment. 

Wackenroder’s work focuses on the two of the new ideas from Romanticism: nature and art. He takes an approach focused with religion, spirituality and the mysterious- a focus very unlike the Enlightenment. With his fascination of spirituality and the mysterious he allows nature and art to become an act of God, and the human’s way to become godlike. Seeing as Nature is an act of God, art is a way for humans to become almost godlike and feel closer to him than other humans. 

He starts out by explaining there are two languages from God. “One of these wonderful languages is spoken by God alone; the other is spoken only by a few chosen men whom He has anointed as His favorites. They are: Nature and Art,” (Wackenroder 45). As he suggests, Nature is God’s spoken word in which he communicates to the world. Art, however, is done by us here on Earth. Not only are only a few selected by God to convey this message with the world but it is also our way to feel godlike. One of the reasons why humans connect being artistic with being godlike is due to the idea that nature is God’s artwork, so artists feel the same when using their own creativity. This thought is not based on science- a clear difference between Romanticism and the Enlightenment. The idea of these two languages are rejecting the Enlightenment ideas of using the mind and reinforcing the passion and acceptance of feelings and emotion, as well as being fascinated with the mysterious instead of basing sciences on reason. Wackenroder relates to this by saying, “The rustling of treetops in a forest of the rolling of thunder told me mysterious things about Him which I cannot put into words,” (Wackenroder 45). When using Enlightenment ideas this would not be accepted; however the Romantic age focuses on expressing oneself in this way.

This is not to say that Art and Nature are the same. Nature is straight from God, whereas art is produced from humans by the grace of God. “Art is a language quite different from nature, but it too, in similar mysterious and secret ways, exercises marvelous power over the human heart,” (Wackenroder 45). The power over the human heart is given by God with which one feels too overwhelmed to keep their emotions inside- this is why art plays an influential role in the Romantic period. This isn’t to say that art hasn’t been looked at as being valuable throughout history; however its role changes here. Wackenroder explains this deeper, stating, “But the figures which it presents, the spiritual and the sensuous are merged in such an effective and admirable fashion that the whole of ourselves and every fiber of our being is doubly moved and shaken utterly,” (46). The role of feelings and emotions is one of the foundations of the Romantic period. 

The teachings of the Romantic period from art and nature are just as important as the two languages themselves. Nature and art teach one how to “touch our senses as well as our minds, or rather appear in the process to merge every part of our being into one single new organ of perception, which in this twofold way grasps and comprehends heavenly mysteries,” (Wackenroder 46). Once again, Wackenroder discusses his fascination with the mysteries, as well as using our senses to engage in the world around us- ideas that were rejected by the Enlightenment. 

Having two languages from God can seem crazy and unimaginable, however Wackenroder presents the ideas in a way to make it work. Nature being God’s work and Art being divine human’s work and connection with God are supported in a way that his emotions are brought out and contained in a successful argument. He ends with, “Art depicts man in his most perfect form. Nature-at least as much of it as is visible to our mortal eye- is like a fragmentary oracular utterance from the mouth of the Divinity,” (Wackenroder 47). Here, he continues to express both of their connections to God, but at the same time clarifying that they are completely different things. Both relate to God, both have the importance of emotions, feelings, the fascination with the mysterious, rejecting reason and the mind, but yet they both are separate languages from God- all ideas that are excepted by and expressed throughout the Romantic period.
