Paul de Man, The Rhetoric of Romanticism (1984)
1 Intentional Structure of the Romantic Image

The Romantics practice imaginative use of figural diction (no longer mere ornamental allegorization)

The term imagination rises into prominence and image becomes the prominent dimension of style.
Ambiguity of romantic poetry: theme of imagination linked with that of nature: 

Apocalyptic future: gods will be again present on the Earth and words will originate like blossoms (Hölderlin).
Poetic words: inventing, giving names – divine activity. The existence of the image: the sign of divine absence.
Example: O Lady! we receive but what we give


   And in our life alone nature does live:


   Ours is her wedding garment, ours her shroud!



And would we aught behold, of higher worth …,


 
Ah! from the soul itself must issue forth,


   A light, a glory, a fair luminous cloud


Enveloping the Earth—





(“Dejection: An Ode”, IV, 47-50, 54-56)
Poetic language may originate like blossoms but may never become identified with them.

As a result, poetic language seems to originate in a desire to draw closer to the ontological status of the object. The development poetic language is determined by this inclination. This is paradoxical and condemned to failure (there are no poetic words originating as if they were blossoms): questioning the status of the fiction of artistic creation as organic growth in romantic poetry (“as-if”). But this fiction is important as fiction, not as reality. Therefore it cannot be called “failure.” 
Example: What and wherein it does exist,

   This light, this glory, this fair luminous mist,

   This beautiful and beauty-making power.


Joy … that never was given,
   Save to the pure…

   Joy is the sweet voice, Joy the luminous cloud—


We in ourselves rejoice!




(“Dejection: An Ode”, V, 61-65, 71-72)
Romantic thought and poetry comes close to giving in completely to the nostalgia for the object that it becomes difficult to distinguish between
(a) the object and the image, 

(b) imagination and perception,

(c) expressive (constitutive) and mimetic (literal???) language (see the extract above)
Vision seems to become a real landscape. De Man does not seem to be able to distinguish fiction (landscape as vision) from reality (actual landscape). But this distinction is made in Coleridge’s poetry (see, e.g., “The Wanderings of Cain”). Of course the relationship does not exist “in actuality” it is established through the medium of language. Jeremy Bentham deals with language as fiction. 

But de Man refers to Mallarmé, who speaks about nature as producing or generating symbols, which, however, include fantastic things, fictions: “a never-heard-of bird”. Therefore Mallarmé interrogates the natural world by the poetic language. Yet the priority of nature is experienced by the Victorians as a feeling of failure and sterility: “threatening paralysis”, but nevertheless asserted. The priority of the natural object remains unchallenged even after Romanticism. However, this is rather the priority of nature as fiction. 
Note: This priority seems to be challenged by the emblems – signs used in their fixed traditional meaning or value, which are in opposition to images (see de Man’s “Image and Emblem in Yeats”). Emblems in “Dejection”: Old and New Moon, “Aeolian Lute” (I.7), “wedding Nature”, “dow’r” (V.68-69) “Mad Lutanist” – wind (VII.104), “little child” lost (VII.121).

“The predicament of the poetic imagination”: to understand it we have to go before Romanticism to Rousseau. Comparing three passages on Alpine nature and spiritual revelation: 

(a) Rousseau’s description of the Alps in Valais (La Nouvelle Heloïse, Part I, chapter 23).

“The spectacle has an unknown power of magic and supernatural enchanting the spirit and the sense; makes one forget everything, oneself. One no longer knows whether one exists…”

(b) Wordsworth The Prelude, Book VI, description of the crossing of the Alps: eternity and sublimity of nature are the impulse for imagination, which makes the natural objects speak a symbolic language: “characters of the great Apocalypse, / The types and symbols of Eternity.” 
(c) Hölderlin “Heimkunft” (Return Home) Divine countenance revealed in Swabian landscape. “Aethereal life seems to bow to giving.”

All these texts describe a passage from material to “mental and celestial” (not theological) nature (see the handout Imagination, Inspiration, Individuality on “Dejection” comparing the ode with Wordsworth’s doctrinary “Prologue” to “The Recluse”), paradoxical places “pleasure in self-opposition” (Rousseau; and also “Joy” in Coleridge’s “Dejection”), language unites irreconcilable opposites (Wordsworth), oxymoric nature of the text (Hölderlin): in all cases there is an “inner tension” at the core of natural objects bringing them to the verge of explosion (the wind in “Dejection”). This violence “appeased” by the movement of the imagination to “other nature” (light in the skies) – “levitation”. Nostalgia for a natural object substituted by nostalgia for something which could never become a particularized presence: “cette paix intérieure PERDUE depuis si longtemps” (this internal peace lost a long time ago; see also Coleridge’s “Dejection” VI.76-77, 80: “There was the time when…This joy within me dallied with distress…For hope grew round me…). 
The answer to this: Wordsworth´s “Imagination”: no longer related to natural objects and their growth but marking a possibility of consciousness to exist entirely by and for itself, independently of any relationship to the outside world, severed from “sense” and “senses” (Wordsworth + Coleridge – fancy vs. imagination; Rousseau “sa propre existence”). However, in Coleridge this imagination exists only in theory, his poetry denies its autonomy (mere potentiality: “Kubla Khan” – “Could I revive within me…”)
The oscillation in the status of the image: the image is neither a natural object nor a spiritual revelation, but is both the cause of the “state of extinction” of poetry and the source of hopes (“no other activity of mind”). See “Dejection” VI.-VIII.
