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‘Death is the Romanticising Principle of Our Life’":
Novalis’ Diary and Letters in 1797 and His Poetics
of ‘Romanticising’

Hitoshi Tanaka

In this paper, I analyse the diary, letters and theoretical fragments of Novalis
(autonym: Friedrich von Hardenberg, 1772-1801), in order to clarify the
relationship between death and artistic creation in his thought.

In his diary and letters from March to July 1797, Novalis wrote down his
confrontation with the death of his fiancée, Sophie von Kiihn. He often referred
to his ‘decision’, which is usually interpreted as his resolution to commit
suicide. However, by the expression ‘follow her in death’ (nachsterben) he
referred to his ‘apostolic’ mission to believe in her transfiguration into an
eternal being and to identify himself with her in his inner life. For this purpose,
he endeavoured, on the one hand, to recollect her as vividly as possible, and, on
the other, he studied philosophy, literature and other sciences intensively in
order to come close to the realm of invisibility. Moreover, he aimed to complete
his studies as a work that would put an end to his own life metaphorically.

When compared with the diary and letters written in 1797, the significance of
a theoretical fragment written in 1799, in which he termed death as ‘the
Romanticising principle of our life’ becomes clear. ‘Romanticising’
(Romantisierung) in Novalis’ poetics signifies an operation that gives the
ordinary a mystic appearance, while the operation in the opposite direction is
termed a ‘logarithmic change’ (Logarithmisierung), which combines the mystic
with an exoteric expression. As a consequence of the theory of these poetic
operations, he conceived the idea of ‘active use of organs’. It includes not only
artistic creation as the active use of senses but also the use of the whole body,
which should enable everyone to reconstruct his/her limbs arbitrarily and
furthermore to kill and revive himself/herself alternately only by will.

My conclusion is that the theory of ‘romanticising’ and ‘logarithmic change’,
which should unify the lower and the higher self, were based on his interest
since 1797 to surmount the border between the realms of the dead and the
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living.

* Novalis: Philosophical Writings. Tr. & ed. by Margaret Mahony Stoljar.
Albany (State University of New York Press) 1997, p. 154.
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