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ROUND the middle of the 19th
Acentury, religion progressed

much more rapidly in its internal
secularization, due to the unprecedented
intensification of all kinds of social
contradictions and conflicts. @ First of all,
religious reformers initiated reformation
through various theological research and
instruction centres. Second, they gave
greater attention to secular social problems,
especially those of morality, and they
also emphasized the propagation and
participation in religious ethics. The 19th
century Christian ethics explained once
again the traditional values such as love and
mercy both in content and in form.

The early Romantic’s spiritual battle
against the atheism of the French Revolution
was led essentially against the new
totalitarian materialism and iconoclastic
thoughts, which reoriented the life of citizens.
During this period some new philosophical
trends such as Hegelianism in Germany,
utilitarianism in England, and scientism
and positivism in France appeared. Their
popularity was more often than not at the
expense of Christianity.

The idea of God as the Infinite came to
be the source of Romantic imagination. With
this imagination as a medium, Romanticists’
dreams of fraternity and liberty made a further
impact on the arts and national cultures.

Vauvenargues (1715-1747) says: “Great
thoughts come from the heart” and Keats
(1795-1821) follows in his letter on 22nd
December, 1817: “Oh, may I live a life of
sensations rather than a life of thoughts”.
These two quotations both can be viewed
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This text is a paper presented at the International Conference on
Theology and Aesthetics held at Xiangfan University, Hubei Province
in 2006. While making the presentation, the author projected on the
multi-media screen “The Allegory of Secular Music”, a painting by
Caspar David Friedrich (1774-1840). In the painting, there are two
women, one playing the harp, the other the lute. Both of them are
standing in the weed-ridden courtyard of a Gothic church. A stream
of sunshine penetrates the clouds to reach the harp, as if playing a
piece of music of nature. The author reminded the audience of three
main elements in the painting: the Gothic building representing the
spiritual world, the weeds and trees on the ground and the sun in
the sky. All signify a supreme state of harmony among the things
created. —Translator.
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as feedback from the related statement in
Emile: or, On Education (1762), J. ]. Rousseau’s
(1712-1778) early work. “We were all born
sensitive.” Rousseau’s statement claims
the birth of the religion of sentiment and
liberates humankind from original sin at
the same time. Contrary to Montesquieu,
Rousseau places religion in the human
freedom of religious emotions and beliefs,
but at the same time he dispossesses
man of his civic rights for the good of the
community (premises of communism in
Rousseau’s The Social Contract Or Principles
Of Political Right, 1763). Subsequently,
the development of the natural sciences
contributed to the creation of the myth
of the “good savage”. Bernardin de Saint-
Pierre’s (1737-1814) thought and his Paul
et Virginie (1787) expressed man’s nostalgia
for primitive nature.

At a time of violent attacks against
Christianity and its institutions, there were
some apologetic defenders of the Catholic
faith, represented by Fr. Nicolas S. Bergier
(1718-1790) in France and George Berkeley
(1685-1753) in Ireland. They came to explore
the church’s tradition from the philosophical
and biblical perspectives, trying to formulate
evidence of God’s existence. But in this
confrontation between reason and faith, the
latter always lost.

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) also
tried to save God from empiricism. As a
result, he formulated a moral rather
than a religious apologetic. Lacordaire
(1802-1861) pointed out in his “Notre-
Dame Conferences” (1835) that instead
of following a revolutionary iconoclasm,
the construction of the Church in Roman
times did not bring any destruction to its
civilization, but the French Revolution did.
He warned his audience not to bury the
Church together with Christian civilization.
In addition, Lacordaire also collaborated
with the daily L’Avenir, founded in 1830,
the motto of which was “God and Liberty”
and the purpose to encourage the clergy to
pay attention to social and political issues
and to promote the Church in the modern
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Genius of Christianity or
Genius of Chivalry?

Human Belief Invented by Romantic
Literature and Art in 19th Century Europe
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world. After Alexis de Tocqueville (1805-
1859) went to America, he noticed that
religious life and social freedom coexisted
peacefully there. In this spirit, Romanticism
tried to show that society needs religion to

Portrait of Chateaubriand © AFP
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guarantee its social liberties. In the views
of René de Chateaubriand (1768-1848),
Tocqueville and Lacordaire, only when
religion was separated from the state was
liberty able to be guaranteed. This result
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was totally impossible under the premise of
civic religion advocated by Rousseau.

As early as the end of the 18th century,
there was an awakening of religious
beliefs in Germany and England. Two
great thinkers appeared during this period:
Kierkegaard (1813-1855) and John Henry
Newman (1801-1890). Kierkegaard was the
first to liberate religion from a Hegelian
dialectical system and therefore became the
first to defend the essential characteristic
of religion, which is the “freedom of
faith”. Newman, a representative figure
who converted from Protestantism to the
Roman Catholic Church, later appointed
a cardinal in England, became a pioneer
of the reformation of the Roman Catholic
Church in England. He acknowledged that
the progress of society does not necessarily
mean corruption and that the Church’s
progress is to carry on and deepen the
Church’s tradition.

In Italy, from the era of occupation by the
Austrian troops to the time of anti-clerical
campaign, Antonio Rosmini-Serbati (1797-
1855) can be rated as one of the greatest
Italian writers of the Romantic generation.
Together with his contemporaries such as
Manzoni, a poet and Cavour, a national
activist and politician, he led the battle for
reformation of the Church’s liturgy and
invited the lay Catholics to take an active
part in the management of Church affairs.

In France, the Revolution brought
a wave of persecutions of the clergy and
“dechristianisation” of society. In this
age of horror, the Christian faith did not
provide any hope and any new vision to
the population who had lost hope in their
actual life (see Chateaubriand, René, 1802).
However, two main events during this age
made a significant impact on social life in
France: the signing of the Concordat in 1801
(which established new relations between
Church and State) and the publication
one year later of Le Génie du Christianisme
(The Genius of Christianity), a romantic
masterpiece by Chateaubriand, which is also
an apology of the Church.



B RO — s p i AE B R W R
Wi 7 XXM A) ] AN A XS R
(].].Rousseau, 1712-1778) [ 5. 1 1 &b
CRZIRILY o B A OC 2R 3k By A th (1) Bl
oo “TRATE AERA RN,
PRI IX )08 B A T P SR
VEA, FERE AT N J5UHE g R ok
5 #80 (Montesquiew) AH S, 7K
RHETANEAZRRBIG KRS RE
FA A B MErie T, b b A<
TR T “IAfEZ35%” (good of the
community) 74T Af 11 2 AL (588 “ 4t
SRR WA . Tk, ARF
RN AR — AT YR
MEFEEN” MRt TR . g
T e il e )71 R (Bernardin de Saint-
Pierre; 1737-1814) A AEL S FLAE S (fR
WA Y)Y (Paul and Virginia) £ T
MR TR AP PR TH 2218

T8 NATIA B0 B I 7 o 280 0 LA
P52 B, A8 I — SR 1 BUF A
P, Hh AR AN A E A
Z8/K (Fr. Nicolas S. Bergier, 1718-1790) Fll
% IR 2510 U150 3 (George Berkeley, 1685-
1753) o AhATT AT 2% R0 A 27 P AN T T AR
KA, KB B AR B 81 E
Y. Ak, FEXHENELS AR 2
AR S S A

AN IE A FE{E (Immanuel Kant,
1724-1804) , fXEELL T L 25 A I
WOk — A, TR T —F&1E
sy, mARRB B . R
/K (Lacordaire, 1802-1861) {EAh 1] (&)
k) (1835) g, B RBASTLE
5 I A 7RSSR TR Nkt B T i st
a Ve R SRz 3, HE e I %A
W ASCH, VAR ar HIA R . i
AT, ANEAE RO FEB R AU R
BB RIS T, A, R R
RIRIE 5175 T 1830 41 ARk H 4R
FEAAE, W xR T 380 ¢ B

TS
Arts & Letters «ZAR5IL

Chinese Cross Currents

q-

‘\A‘

M HEM”, HRE R ATIRA G
Oofhgs R BUA ), S RAEILACH St
HEH A SF . F6 w4k /R (Tocqueville,
1805-1859) kB SE[H 5 KL, FH /LGS
#2 B AR IX S RS 1. BT
—HEp R, RE TSGR E R, A
B RPN A A . EE 2
i B 55 (Chateaubriand) « FG v 4E /R Al H7
BFHURE R, KA RBONEF )
SYETEK, B EAA RSB RRE, TR
PRI s RR L (civic religion) G
Ao LKA 5

WA )oKk, — R Ho i
(9 A T U 7 R 0 [ i o IX AN
AR ARSI T WAL — 2w
JRYL % /K (Kierkegaard, 1813-1855), %)
— /{77242 (John Henry Newman, 1801-
1890) o i /KPR B K R PR A K
(R AFUEEAR 2R TP AR TECHE K, R At 1k
PR AU AERD “AFA0 E 7 R
M — N o 22— OB o vl
HZ LB AREYENY, 5 R
FENAREL, WOABT R ZREH
SR RBENY . AN, tharyit
WIFAN IR M FBUR W, T B kP
W BRI A TR AL S

TER A, I B A ZE BN 45 s ]
BRI RARGE B, ZRJg B -
% B Jé — € 24 (Antonio Rosmini-
Serbati, 1797-1855) HEHR 24 I 5 5 K (1 72
KANRIE 3 MAERK 2 —. A5 R
" N 24 JE (Manzoni) FIHEEE ) ROG E X
FABUA FRIKIR (Cavour) — 4R T
BCEB AU 2, B RPERES S
B HEIE TR,

Rk, Kgaglk T —Ha®E
FHIRN IR b s B “ AR R
{7 (dechristianization) FJ R . 7E—
B A, BB RBUS IR A
TS 6] B S A2 % O Je Ay BN OK T R
M AESFIE(E 2 MR 1 (5

SABHE—H200851

A 77



Chinese Cross Currents

rts & Letters» Z2ARE5XLF

8 N 32

“The Genius of Christianity” and the
Invention of Human Belief @

Chateaubriand, an inventor of Romanticism,
a conservative writer and politician, wrote his
“The Genius of Christianity”, Atala and René
(1802), an apology of the Christian faith.
He initiated the definition of the Romantic
way of “Sentire cum Ecclesia”, believing that
“the Christian religion is the most poetical
(Iyrical), the most human and the most
favourable to the liberty of mankind, to arts
and to literature. The contemporary world
owes all to her, starting from agriculture up
to the abstract sciences. She favours brilliant
ideas, refines the taste, promotes virtues,
shapes thoughts, proposes noble forms to
writers and perfect moulds to artists. Is she
afraid of light? Not at all, because she comes
down from Heaven.”

However, Chateaubriand defends only
the beauty of religious affection (sentiment)
and slips away from any theological and
philosophical questions. He praises the beauty
of God’s creation, the Middle Ages’ art style,
the “Nazarenes” ® and the missionary work
of the Church, but he says almost nothing
about the understanding of faith. However,
he can still be called “father of Romantic
apologetic”. We have to keep in mind that he
wrote “The Genius of Christianity” not like a
good and conscious Christian for whom the
good of the Church was placed at the top
priority but rather like a politician and a man
of worldly career for whom a sentimental and
aesthetic Christianity served his own political
ambitions and literary goals. In a certain
sense, his faith and interest in Christianity
and Christian art were a kind of continuation
of the “Nazarenes”, a group of young,
idealistic painters representing the German
Romantic art current. They believed that art

2.
3.
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A mixture of reality and fiction.

The Nazarenes were participating in an art campaign against the
Neo-classicism of the 18th century and launched by a group of
young German artists, who upheld the concept that all forms of art
should serve the purposes of morality and religion. —Translator.
Index Librorum Prohibitorum, a list of publications censored by the
Catholic Church.

Parnassus, located in the middle part of Greece, was regarded in
ancient times as a holy place of Apollo and the Muses. —Translator.
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should have a religious or moral purpose and
desired to return to the spiritual world of the
Middle Ages. The six artists were headed by
Friedrich Overbeck (1789-1869). Under his
leadership, they formed a small association
called the Brotherhood of St Luke. The name
“Nazarenes” was given to them because
of their affectation of Christian dress and
hairstyles. The basic idea of that group was
Overbeck’s declaration that “an art practised
by Christians and with Christians can be
nothing else but Christian.” The experience
of the “Nazarenes” gave an inspiration to
Lacordaire (1840), who united the French
Christian artists into a similar association.
The figure of Christ became a subject matter
which fascinated more artists.

“The Literary Absolute” Dethrones “the
Literature of Absolute”, Creation Replaces
Traditional Imitation and Poetry Becomes
(a Non-figurative Text of) Music

Alphonse de Lamartine (1790-1869), a
poet and a politician, was also a zealous
convert from Protestantism to Catholicism.
His representative work “Meditations
Poétiques” (Poetical Meditations, 1820)
collected in Harmonies Poétiques et Religieuses
(Poetical and Religious Harmonies, 1830) is
a poem reflecting his religious devotion and
nationalistic sentiment. For him poems could
take the place of prayer. In Lamartine’s early
poetry, God was synonymous with Truth.
After his tragic separation from the Church
(1832), God became the “God of the tomb” in
his poetry (after 1835). As a result, his poetry
became a kind of free association between
pantheism, the cult of reason and Catholic
doctrine (for this reason, his name was often
in the Index ®). In his foreword to “Poetical
Meditations”, he wrote (1849): “I am the first
who brought down Poetry from Parnassus, ©
instead of the conventional seven-string lyre,
there are the fibres of every human heart,
shivers of Soul and Nature.”

In another collection of his poetry
entitled Destiny of Poetry (1834), he wrote:
“Poetry should be a sung reason, should be
philosophical and religious, political and
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social. It should be particularly intimate in
order to express the mysterious impressions
of the Soul.” And in the Romantic dictionary,
“soul” means “dream”, and is a kind of
product of religious syncretism.

Poetry in Romantic times plays, to some
degree, a certain political role. Like an
instigator, it promotes equality of people and
upholds the idea that a simple, common
language comprehensive to all should
be used in literary creation. At that time,

Andrea Mantegna, “Agony in the Garden”, 1455.
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poetry became a song, which lived among
the people. Lamartine delivered poetry from
the classical “exercise of versed stanzas”
and re-established the principle that poetry
should be based on inspiration. Thanks to
Lamartine’s outstanding lyrical talent, poetry
became a melody, even some kind of music, a
song and the breath of the Soul (see Ronsard).
Though Lamartine’s poetry was Neo-classical
in form, its content was Romantic.

Meditation (Lamartine) and contemplation
(Victor Hugo) which are full of religious
connotation, are two keywords of the Romantic
vocabulary. Each of them expressed an
untiring, active search for God. Romanticists
often said that “Dogmatic faith is good, but
the immediate one is better.”

Vol. 5, No. 1, January 2008

The magic and religious idealism of
Novalis (1772-1801) gave proper expression
to the figure of the “exalted poet”, who was
somehow like a clairvoyant magus who sees
an invisible world. For him poetry was a real
absolute and so the maxim he liked most
was that “the more something was lyrical,
the more it was true.” Novalis believed that
the features of good poetry were their eternal
and infinite characters. In his eyes, art was
religion. Novalis even thought that the spirit
of history could only be detected by those
poets entrusted with a prophetical mission.

Victor Hugo, the greatest French religious
poet during this period, wrote at the age of
fourteen a tragedy in five acts. And as early
as that time Hugo claimed to himself: “Be
Chateaubriand or nothing!” He shaped for his
contemporaries an image of God the Father,
who promulgated a Universal Republican
system and called on all nations to coexist
equally like brothers.

The Atheism of Romanticism

In his novel Siebenkas, Jean Paul Richter (1763-
1825) arranged a plot in which a cosmic Christ
proclaims the absence of God the Father. The
main purpose of the novel was to show to the
world how horrible atheism was. The narrator
himself wept for joy after he realized that it
had only been a nightmarish vision. However,
when the novel was translated into French
by Mme de Staél, its publication attracted
a strong response from some Romantic
poets, who saw the passage as some kind of
manifesto of atheism:

God died, the Heavens are empty.
Weep my children, you haven’t a Father
any more!

The above lines appear in Gérard de
Nerval’s (1808-1855) five sonnets entitled
“Christ in the Olive Garden”. They serve
as a motto of the poet as well as the main
motif of the poem. In his other collections
of poems, Nerval was always in the habit
of presenting the agony of Christ from the
point of view of a faithless man. Thus, such a
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crucified, divineless Christ became a symbol
of the tragedy of human life. Christ was also
described as a series of mythical figures:

...a foolish, sublime madman/ a forgotten
Icarus who climbed to the sky/ a Phaeton
lost under the thunderbolt of the gods/ a
handsome and dying Atys resuscitated by
Cybele (Great Mother of the Gods).

Alfred de Vigny (1797-1863) was also
fascinated by the earthly image of Christ
at Gethsemane. At the same time he was
a Romantic poet deeply influenced by a
painting entitled “Agony in the Garden”
by Andrea Mantegna (1431-1506), a
Renaissance artist. From 1839 until his death
in 1863, the motif used most frequently by
Vigny was from his representative work “The
Mont of Olives” (1839):

Jesus kneels scrutinizing the dark sky

And calls: My Father! My Father!

But the sky remains black and God does
not answer.

Jesus has no more Father the Almighty
God and man has no more God the Father.
With the death of God, Jesus and mankind
become orphans. The image of the agonizing
and lonely Christ seemed to be omnipresent in
Vigny'’s work and gave him further inspiration
for creation. In his poem entitled “The Silence”,
Vigny focused on God’s absence.

Alfred de Musset (1810-1857) recalled the
tragic disappearance of the Christian faith
in the age of Romanticism in his long poem
“Rolla”. He wrote in another poem titled “The
New Poetry”:

I don't believe in your holy world, O Christ!
I came too late to a World too old,

Upon a hopeless century grows a century
without fear.

Our comets © depopulated the Heavens.

6.
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In the original text, the word is “comets” or hui xing in Chinese.
Since comets are regarded in both Chinese and Western cultures as
something unlucky, I here translate it into sao zhou xing in Chinese.
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Finally Romanticism turned to its reverse
side. Romanticist writers not only refused to
embrace God the Creator (because it was a
badly created World full of sufferings), but
also paid little heed to the Church’s teaching.
And once again Alfred de Vigny wrote in his
“Trust in God” (1833):

Love is a sin, happiness is a crime.
My only guide is fear
And my only aim is death. %

Translated from the Chinese by Guo Yidun
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