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Notes

Introduction: Fiat in Lyric

 1. Mary Shelley, Frankenstein (1818 text), ed. Marilyn Butler (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), 195. ‘The origin keeps itself concealed in the begin-
ning,’ writes Martin Heidegger in What is Called Thinking?, trans. J. Glenn 
Gray (New York: Harper & Row, 1968), 152.

 2. Thomas Paine, Common Sense (1776); quoted by Eric Foner in The Story of 
American Freedom (New York: Norton, 1998), 16.

 3. Hugh Blair telescopically envisions this change by contrasting the sublime 
to what is merely the sublime style. Blair exhibits the difference between 
‘“God said, let there be light, and there was light”’ – which he dubs ‘striking 
and sublime’ – and the ‘fallen’ thought and bathos of saying, ‘the Sovereign 
Arbiter of nature, by the potent energy of a single word, commanded the light to 
exist.’ See Andrew Ashfield and Peter de Bolla, The Sublime: A Reader in British 
Eighteenth-Century Aesthetic Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996), 223. I’d like to thank Eric Gidal for alerting me to this passage.

 4. Taken more or less at random from the Kant teaching text I use, a good 
example of this widespread philosophical ‘fiatism’ is the following statement 
from the Critique of Judgment: ‘For unless such a point of view were adopted 
there would be no means of saving the claim to universal validity of the 
judgments of taste’; Basic Writings of Kant, ed. Allen W. Wood (New York: 
Modern Library, 2001), 312. The force of Hazlitt’s objection appears in his 
essay, ‘Coleridge’s Literary Life,’ where it comes to this head:

   As for the great German oracle Kant … He has but one method of getting 
over difficulties: – when he is at a loss to account for any thing, and can-
not give a reason for it, he turns short round upon the inquirer, and says 
that it is self-evident. If he cannot make good an inference upon acknowl-
edged premises, or known methods of reasoning, he coolly refers the 
whole to a new class of ideas, and the operation of some unknown faculty, 
which he has invented for the purpose, and which he assures you must 
exist, – because there is no other proof of it. His whole theory is machinery 
and scaffolding – an elaborate account of what he has undertaken to do, 
because no one else has been able to do it – and an assumption that he 
has done it, because he has undertaken it. If the will were to go for the 
deed, and to be confident were to be wise, he would indeed be the prince 
of philosophers.

 The Complete Works of William Hazlitt, ed. P. P. Howe, 21 vols. (London: Dent, 
1930–3), 16: 123–4.

 5. For two discussions that successfully merge literary study with romantic-
era economic history, see Robert Mitchell, Sympathy and the State in the 
Romantic Era: Systems, State Finance, and the Shadows of Futurity (New York 
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and London: Routledge, 2007), esp. 135–40, and Mary Poovey, Genres of the 
Credit Economy: Mediating Value in Eighteenth- and Nineteenth-Century Britain 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 153–96.

 6. Peter Fenves, Late Kant: Towards Another Law of the Earth (New York: 
Routledge, 2003), 32–74.

 7. For the argument that lyric poetry is not fictive, see Käte Hamburger, The 
Logic of Literature, trans. Marilynn J. Rose, 2nd edn. (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1973), 233–4. I owe my awareness of Hamburger’s account 
to the discerning comment of Paul H. Fry in A Defense of Poetry: Reflections 
on the Occasion of Writing (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), 43. 

 8. J. L. Austin establishes a parallel between how his ‘performative’ and the com-
mon ‘imperative’ are used (How to Do Things With Words, ed. J. O Urmson 
and Marina Sbisa, 2nd edn. [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1975], 6). His notorious comment to follow – ‘I must not be joking, for 
example, nor writing a poem’ (9) – implies that something about the poetic 
language renders it inoperative; poetry is neither happily performative nor 
subsumed under the presumed default of a ‘descriptive’/constative language 
model. Throughout this book with varying levels of explicitness, I argue that 
we should follow Austin – despite his flip tone – in thinking of this quality 
as the poem’s ‘immodality’: a word he uses with some resonance at the start 
of the paragraph famously ending ‘our word is our bond’ (10). 

 9. William Cobbett, Grammar of the English Language (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), 44.

10. William Cobbett, Rural Rides, ed. George Woodcock (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1967), 199.

11. Walt Whitman: Poetry and Prose (New York: Library of America, 1996), 
459–67. 

12. Paul de Man, ‘Anthropomorphism and Trope in Lyric,’ in The Rhetoric of 
Romanticism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1984), 239–62: 262.

13. Gordon Teskey, Delirious Milton: The Fate of the Poet in Modernity (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2006); subsequently cited by page number in 
parentheses. 

14. G. W. F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A.V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1977), 58. 

15. Giorgio Agamben, The Man Without Content, trans. Georgia Albert (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1999), 59–60. Susan Stewart is equally compelling 
on such issues in ‘The Privations of Night and the Origins of Poiesis,’ in 
Poetry and the Fate of the Senses (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 
1–17. 

16. Oblique to Agamben’s discussion, Adorno drives absence as a critique 
of presence more strongly, taking Hegel to court for a spurious celebra-
tion of what is never ‘mere’ about facticity. See Rei Terada, Looking Away: 
Phenomenality and Dissatisfaction, Kant to Adorno (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2009), 158–72. Terada points out ‘that a “fact” is not mere 
existence but existence recognized conceptually, already raised to conscious-
ness’ (160). ‘Hegel’s extension of facticity to mental entities is no longer 
productive when it begins to imply that ideas back-projected by history are 
any more factive than alternative past or future possibilities’ (166). 

17. Shelley, Frankenstein, 195.
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18. De Man, The Rhetoric of Romanticism, 261. Northrop Frye in ‘Approaching 
the Lyric’ compares lyric displacement to when ‘a chimpanzee crossed in 
love starts digging holes in the ground instead’; Lyric Poetry: Beyond New 
Criticism, ed. Chaviva Hosek and Patricia Parker (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1985), 31–7: 32. 

19. Anne-Lise François, ‘“Hum-men”: In Place of Further Development’ (In 
Honor of Geoffrey Hartman), The Wordsworth Circle 37.1 (Winter 2006), 
19–22: 19.

20. Paradise Lost quotations, by book and line, are from the Norton Critical sec-
ond edition, ed. Scott Elledge (New York: Norton, 1993).

21. Jean-Luc Nancy, Multiple Arts: The Muses II, ed. Simon Sparks (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2006), 171.

22. Ibid., 171–2.
23. Ross Hamilton gives a short, cogent rundown of Badiou on set theory in 

Accident: A Philosophical and Literary History (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2007), 5–7. 

24. Lord Byron’s favorite American, George Washington, in life declined the 
very powers he was understood to embody, and transitioned in death from 
the subject of monumentalized art to the face on the dollar.

25. Kenneth Burke, The Rhetoric of Religion: Studies in Logology (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1970 [1961]), 179. See James L. Kugel, The 
Bible as it Was (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 53–64, for 
a condensed summary of the ancient interpretation of Genesis 1:1–2:3. 

26. John Hollander, Melodious Guile: Fictive Pattern in Poetic Language (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1988), 64; subsequently cited by page number 
in parentheses.

27. German for Reading Knowledge, 4th edn., ed. Hubert Jannach and Richard 
Alan Korb (Boston: Heinle & Heinle, 1998), 252.

28. For Emile Benveniste (Problems in General Linguistics, trans. Mary Elizabeth 
Meek [Coral Gables: University of Miami Press, 1971], 231–8), Austin fails 
to honor the methodological promise of keeping his different materials 
rigorously separate. In The Literary Speech Act: Don Juan with J. L. Austin, 
or Seduction in Two Languages, trans. Catherine Porter (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1983), Shoshana Felman draws attention to Benveniste’s 
discussion, and reads that drama of inevitable ‘loss of the ground’ as Austin’s 
Don Juanism: he always knows ‘the promise will not be kept’ (64–9: 66). 

29. Austin, How to Do Things With Words, 25. A slightly different version of the 
remark, appearing in Austin’s essay ‘Performative Utterances,’ is quoted by 
Felman in The Literary Speech Act, 65. 

30. Stanley Cavell, Philosophy the Day After Tomorrow (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2005), 155–91. Judith Butler, Excitable Speech: A Politics of the 
Performative (New York: Routledge, 1997). See especially Butler’s instancing of 
‘Let there be light!’ as an Austinian ‘masquerading’ performative (50–1). 

31. Butler, Excitable Speech, 2. 
32. Cavell, Philosophy the Day After Tomorrow, 173.
33. I take the phrase ‘plenary power’ from Tom Paulin, The Day-Star of Liberty: 

William Hazlitt’s Radical Style (London: Faber and Faber, 1998), 39. 
34. Two sensitive accounts of these poems are G. Gabrielle Starr, Lyric Generations: 

Poetry and the Novel in the Long Eighteenth Century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
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University Press, 2004), 166–7, 180–7, and Christopher R. Miller, The 
Invention of Evening: Perception and Time in Romantic Poetry (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 91–5.

35. John Keats, Hyperion, Book 1, line 391, in The Complete Poems, ed. Jack 
Stillinger (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1982), 255.

36. Herbert F. Tucker, ‘Dramatic Monolog and the Overhearing of Lyric,’ in Lyric 
Poetry: Beyond New Criticism, 226–43: 243.

37. See The Poems of Thomas Gray, William Collins, Oliver Goldsmith, ed. Roger 
Lonsdale (London: Longmans, 1969), 427. I’d like to thank Christopher R. 
Miller for drawing my attention to this poem, as well as for pointing out 
the dynamic of its ‘let be’/‘let there be’ interplay alongside the more famous 
‘Ode on the Poetical Character.’

38. Paul H. Fry, The Poet’s Calling in the English Ode (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1980), 115.

39. Virgil’s sixth eclogue contains the lines ‘A Shepherd / Should feed fat sheep 
and sing a slender song’; cited by James Longenbach in The Resistance to 
Poetry (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 2.

40. Wai Chee Dimock, ‘Epic and Lyric: The Aegean, The Nile, and Whitman,’ 
in Walt Whitman, Where Present Becomes Future, ed. David Haven Blake and 
Michael Robertson (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 2008), 17–36.

41. Thus Ian Balfour quotes Walter Benjamin on the ‘magic’ immediacy of 
language as mediation: ‘All language communicates itself in itself; it is in 
the purest sense the “medium” of communication. Mediation, which is the 
immediacy of all mental communication, is the fundamental problem for 
linguistic theory, and if one chooses to call this immediacy magic, then the 
primary problem of language is magic.’ See Reflections, ed. Peter Demetz and 
trans. Edmund Jephcott (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1979), 316–17; quoted 
in Balfour’s The Rhetoric of Romantic Prophecy (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2002), 8. 

42. This is Giorgio Agamben’s characterization of language and the ‘desubjectiv-
ized I’ in Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the Archive, trans. Daniel 
Heller-Roazen (New York: Zone, 1999), 140. 

43. Motlu Konuk Blasing, Lyric Poetry: The Pain and the Pleasure of Words 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 7.

44. David Bromwich has written a widely informed polemic against this idea in 
‘Why Authors Do Not Create Their Own Worlds,’ in A Choice of Inheritance: 
Self and Community from Edmund Burke to Robert Frost (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1989), 247–63. 

45. Paul de Man, ‘The Intentional Structure of the Romantic Image,’ in The 
Rhetoric of Romanticism, 6. 

46. Summarizing her own work in Creating States: Studies in the Performative 
Language of John Milton and William Blake (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1994), Angela Esterhammer writes: ‘[T]he Romantic Period saw not just 
a heightened awareness, but indeed a crisis, of performative language: the 
Romantics’ experience of how socio-political authority as perpetuated and 
manipulated by public speech acts (declarations, constitutions, laws, censor-
ship, etc.) clashed with traditional ideas about the effectiveness of an indi-
vidual poetic voice … the biblical account of God creating a world through 
acts of speech (a traditional analogy for poetic creation).’ See ‘Performative 



224 Notes

Language and Speech-Act Theory,’ in A Companion to Romanticism, ed. 
Duncan Wu (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), 452–9: 455.

47. In his book Anonymous Life: Romanticism and Dispossession (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2009), Jacques Khalip offers a full-scale discus-
sion of Shelley companionable to the one I briefly mark (97–132). A widely 
influential study that draws often and with little critical mediation from 
the romantic poets, Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2007), marks just the most recent and massive effort to 
rehearse the limits of secularism.

48. Geoffrey Hartman’s writings scatter illuminating remarks on fiat. His 
most direct observations can be found in ‘Words, Wish, Worth’ in The 
Unremarkable Wordsworth (London: Methuen, 1987), 90–119.

49. On the other hand, Roland Barthes shows the desire to extricate language 
from the conflictive stipulations even of modal speech; see The Neutral, 
trans. Rosalind Kraus (New York: Columbia University Press, 2005), 45. 

50. I allude to Geoffrey Hartman’s essay, ‘The Psycho-Aesthetics of Romantic 
Moonshine: Wordsworth’s Profane Illumination,’ The Wordsworth Circle 37.1 
(Winter 2006), 8–14.

51. Barbara Johnson, Persons and Things (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2008).

52. Hans Blumenberg, Shipwreck with Spectator: Paradigm of a Metaphor for 
Existence, trans. Steven Rendall (Cambridge, MA and London: MIT Press, 
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Thought, trans. Albert Hofstadter (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 44, 
55, 46.

54. A few of these studies are Sara Guyer, Romanticism After Auschwitz (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2007); Anne-Lise François, Open Secrets: The 
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1. Romanticism and ‘Exaggeration of Thought’

 1. In Robert Southey: The Critical Heritage, ed. Lionel Madden (London: 
Routledge, 1972), 75. Hereafter cited as RS.

 2. Charles Altieri, ‘The Sensuous Dimension of Literary Experience: An 
Alternative to Materialist Theory,’ New Literary History 38 (2007), 71–98: 
71–2. I thank Brian McGrath for pointing out this essay.

 3. I am thinking again of Blair’s use of the fiat in contrasting the biblical sub-
lime with the ‘sublime style’: a passage found in Andrew Ashfield and Peter 
de Bolla’s selection from the Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1783); 
The Sublime, 213–23: 223. Massimiliano Demata supports this view of 
Jeffrey and Blair (‘Prejudiced Knowledge: Travel Literature in the Edinburgh 
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Review,’ British Romanticism and the Edinburgh Review: Bicentenary Essays, ed. 
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2002], 87). 
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 6. Cavell’s engagement with romanticism has appeared as a subject in many 
collections devoted to his work, but despite his having written now on 
Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge, and (most recently) Jane Austen, there has 
been no specific reckoning of his stake in British romanticism. ‘Questions 
and Answers,’ in Romanticism and Contemporary Criticism, ed. Morris Eaves 
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François, ‘To Hold in Common and To Know By Heart: The Prevalence of 
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of Criticism 7.1 (1994), 139–62.
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Theory (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996).
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and Concealment (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003), 1–38. See 
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14. Karl Marx, Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, Volume 1, trans. Ben 
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