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Introduction: Plato scholarship

underwent fundamental
reconsiderations in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries Germany. The main
protagonists of this revolutionary
change were the two Romantic
philosophers and Plato scholars,
Friedrich Schlegel and Friedrich
Schleiermacher. These two figures
departed from the revisionary
views of two earlier scholars,
Dietrich Tiedemann and Wilhelm
Gottlieb Tennemann, who set the
stage for the next coming
European Plato studies, and were
influenced by the works and
lectures of philologists such as
Wolf. Yet Plato scholarship
culminated with Schlegel and
Schleiermacher in a
groundbreaking way. Schlegel
introduced the idea of internal
progress in Plato’s philosophy and
Schleiermacher a  full-fledged
theory of dialogue. Although
Schlegel’s Plato scholarship was
largely overshadowed by
Schleiermacher’s massive work,
his role in the formation of
romantic Plato and modern Plato
is undeniable. This role was
revealed by Dithery’s edition of
Schleiermacher's correspondence

(Aus Schleiermacher’s Leben)
more than before. To understand
the nature of modern Plato, as well
as the Romantic view of
philosophy, it is necessary to
recognize the role of Schlegel and
the influence of his Plato
scholarship. The following article
Schlegel’s
understanding of Plato, which will

is devoted to

be shown to be in line with his view
of the ideal of philosophy in
general.

M ethodology:

The entertained methodology in
this article is historical and
hermeneutical as it is prevailing in
the research articles on history of
philosophy. As to the historical
aspect, relying on the biographical
documents and correspondence,
we first examine Schlegel’s role in
the Romantic movement of Plato
studies and in launching the
massive project of translating all
Plato's writings into German
(Platons Werke, in:
Schleiermacher KGA, IV. Abt.).
The hermeneutical research is
based on Schlegel’s own writings
in  Kritische-Friedrich-Schlegel-
Ausgabe (KFSA), through which
the philosophical elements of the
Romantic interpretation of Plato
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and  his
expounded. These elements are:

methodology  are

the idea of the inner expansion of
Plato’s philosophy, its asystematic
nature, and the
incomprehensibility or ineffability
of the whole or reality. Three of
Schlegel’s main contributions to
Plato studies are then emphasized:
the idea of irony, his theory for the
order and authenticity of Plato’s
dialogues, and his view on the
“unwritten doctrines”.

Findings: According to the

correspondence between Schlegel
and  Schleiermacher, it was
Schlegel who first brought up the
idea of translating the whole works
of Plato into German with
Schleiermacher, calling it a
massive coup. Yet his several
occupations prevented him from
fulfilling his obligations and so he
contributed almost nothing to the
massive project of German
translation of Plato. Although
Schleiermacher could have been
influenced by some of Schlegel’s
ideas. Initially, Schlegel conceived
of Schleiermacher as a translator
only and regarded himself as both
translator and scholar, yet later he
spoke of “the two [scholars] who

best understand Plato,” and when
he had to leave the project, he was
almost disappointed by the result
of his occupation as a Plato
translator .

As  echoed in  Schlegel’s
announcement of Platon Werke,
the New Critics of late 18th and
early 19th century believed that
German language has become
mature enough to host translations
of Classic texts. This conception of
progress was an outcome of their
belief in historism. Thus, a new
hermeneutical ~ toolbox  was
produced which included not only
history but also knowledge of
language and philology. For these
romantic  critics the most
important characteristic of art was
not mimesis but rather poetical
unity, which produces an organic
artistic whole. Given that Plato is
the perfect artist, according to
them, for understanding Plato
properly, scholarship must focus
on the very Platonic writings only,
on their immediate historical and
linguistic context, and on their
literary-artistic ~ aspects.  Thus,
every reading of Plato must
henceforth find its roots in Plato’s
texts, not in theological agendas,
mediated historical reports, even
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not in Aristotle’s or other Plato’s
disciples, or in philosophical
systems which claim to be
Platonic. In this context, the inner
structure and sequence of Plato’s
dialogues became also important.
Schlegel proposes an order or
sequence for Plato’s dialogues and
also speaks of their authenticity.
However, his suggestion, which he
calls it an “Experiment,” consist
mostly of a list of titles and
includes no argument

Three  of
contributions to Plato studies are

Schlegel’s  main

then emphasized: the idea of irony,
his theory for the order and
authenticity of Plato’s dialogues,
and his view on the “unwritten
doctrines”. The main features of
his Plato understanding are the
idea of the inner expansion of
Plato’s philosophy, its asystematic
nature, and the
incomprehensibility or ineffability
of the whole or the truth. The two
latter were results of his conviction
that the whole, the transcendental
or the truth is infinite and so
ineffable and also inconceivable;
for this reason, in his view, Plato
chose the form of dialogue
(Dialogform) in order to hint at it
or indicate it, otherwise the finite
human intellect is incapable of

grasping the infinite. Main
component of the Dialogform is
the irony. Schlegel radicalizes this
element and entertains it for
determining the authenticity of
Platonic dialogues. This, however,
led into several misattributions
including accepting the
authenticity of Theages but
rejecting that of Apology, Nomoi,
and Symposium, for they lack the
perfect irony. In general, whatever
lacks Dialogform and irony does
not belong to Plato. The
Dialogform is so decisive for
Plato’s thought that even if one
eliminates all titles, appellations,
protagonists,  addresses  and
responses from an authentic
Platonic writing, and presents it as
a continuous text the inner threat
(innere Fade) of it remains
dialogical, Schlegel argues.

Schlegel sent his idea of the order
and authenticity of Platinic
writings —called a Complexus of
hypotheses— as an appendix to
letter to Schleiermacher. In this
Complexus, Plato’s corpus has
been divided into three periods
and each period divides into three
cycles; every cycle terminates in a
Hyperbaton, which returns the
inner threat of the cycle to its
beginning but in a transcending
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way. This complex spiral-shaped
structure deepens or progresses
our understanding of the subject
matter. The proposed structure
comports with the complexity of
the infinite truth and with Plato’s
thought and his Dialogform .
With regard to the “Unwritten
Doctrines,” Schlegel was
convinced that Plato had only one
philosophy but no system of
philosophy, and so one cannot
speak of an esoteric system for him
as opposed to an exoteric one,
which was expressed in the
dialogues. Because the infinite
truth cannot be uttered within
systems. Plato was the perfect
philosophical poet and could have
only one philosophy. Concealing
spots that one may find in Plato’s
writings do not indicate something
unsaid (Ungesagtes), and so a
hidden system, but rather indicate
what is ineffable (Unsagbares) per
se. Schlegel holds that the
Unwritten Doctrine is the title of
an inauthentic and lost work,
which was composed by some of
Plato’s disciples.

Discussion and Conclusion:

Although Schlegel’s legacy has
been mostly transmitted through

his lectures, some of its elements
appear to be influential among
later Plato scholars such as C.F.
Hermann but also contemporaries
such as none less than
Schleiermacher. The most
influential of these are the ideas of
inner progress, incompleteness,
infiniteness, being asystematic,
irony as well as the
inconceivability and ineffability of
the whole or the transcendent.
There are some other elements
that inform romantic Plato in
general and are not specific to
Schlegel only. These include
emphasis on the inner form,
Dialogform, inner unity, and
rejection of the esoteric-exoteric
distinction with regard to Plato’s
writings. These, however, might
have their roots in Wolf’s lectures
in Halle and his methodology of
historical-philological research.
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