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The logic of the fragment and Romantic sobriety
This paper studies Romantic theories of the fragment in relation, eventually, to Leopardi’s mixed feelings about the modernity to which he belongs. To be confined to a fragmentary world has its consolations. In a tradition going back to Plato’s Symposium, the Romantic fragment excites desire for the whole for which it so evocatively substitutes; or else, monad-like, it unpacks a complementary future encrypted in its genetic code. In the latter case, the fragment’s more sober motivation of its coming critical enrichment and redeployment replaces its former fetishistic enjoyment of its own crystallised desire. Walter Benjamin argues that, as theorised in the practice of the three Friedrichs, Hölderlin, Schlegel and Hardenberg (Novalis), Romantic fragmentation encourages the sobriety of prose continuations through which it prefigures the reproductive technologies of modernism. Leopardi’s conception of himself as a ‘modern’ in the Zibaldone (e.g. 143-44, 1 July 1820), similarly appears to sacrifice a self-sufficing poetry (which he associates with the ancients) to the prosaic, mature, philosophical attitude of modernity. This break or ‘fracture’, Alex Regier recently pointed out, is often ‘hidden’ by the genre of the fragment. Certainly, Leopardi’s poetically impoverished modernity is assuaged by being itself encompassed by the encyclopaedic setting of the Zibaldone. That is, the accomplishment of the Zibaldone, surrounding its disagreements and fractures with an overall competence, allows its new sobriety to re-shape poetic ambition and to feed back into Leopardi’s greatest poetry. Is it arguable that in Leopardi, as in Novalis, the fragment has become exemplified by the relation of poetry to a prose continuing its ambitions by other means?
