
GRIEF AND THE GROTESQUE IN EARLY MODERN LITERATURE 

1. Introduction and Aims

Seid unbequem, seid nicht der Öl, seid Sand im Getriebe der Welt.
––– Günter Eich, ‘Wacht auf’ (1950)

The proposed monograph ultimately considers two fundamental questions in literary studies: how does 
literature understand the world? And what does literature offer us that a scientific understanding of the 
world, which quantifies, categorises and explains, cannot? Taking Paul Celan’s decision to translate 
Shakespeare’s ‘Sonnet 57’ while in a forced labour camp as its point of departure, it moves beyond 
historical and biographical considerations of this extraordinary decision by investigating what 
constitutes, even in the very worst of times, literature’s magnetic pull.

Discussions about the singularity of literature are necessarily tempered by the fact that universalising 
and idealising accounts of representation are no longer tenable. However, if we examine conceptions of 
grief and the use of the grotesque register in the early modern period, a time in which one of literature’s 
primary concerns became its own problematic relationship to society, a poetics of derangement and 
deformity becomes apparent. Not least because it unmasks – instead of veiling – the horrors, 
absurdities and hypocrisies of reality, such literature acts as “sand” rather than “oil” in the “world’s 
machinery”. But this is not to say that it offers overt critique in the manner of Brecht. Quite the contrary: 
literature from this era remains an element of attrition precisely because it offers complex forms of 
implicit critique.

Literature, after all, can never make a claim to be true per se; as Philip Sidney (1581) contends: the 
poet ‘nothing affirmeth, and therefore never lieth’. And this awareness of its inability to be unequivocal is 
vitally important, since it inculcates what Keats, writing about Shakespeare, famously describes as 
‘Negative Capability’, by which he means a way of understanding that is ‘capable of being in 
uncertainties’. Uncertain, ironic and open-ended ways of understanding have significant ethical 
potential, when one considers the horrors that have been perpetrated in the name of scientific certainty, 
horrors with which German modernism attempted to come to terms.

I pose two main research questions:

1. What is the aesthetic and philosophical significance of grief and the grotesque in early modern 
English literature?

2. How does an analysis of such literature in the light of German modernist thought enable us to define 
and explain its distinctive modes of understanding and reasoning?

2. Methodology

Following an introductory discussion of Celan, this study, which builds on my first monograph, aims to 
show that the idea of negative capability links the early modern literature in question to a strand of 
Western thought that runs from Socrates to Montaigne and on to Nietzsche, but which finds its most 
sustained expression in the anti-systematic theories of the Frankfurt School. Adorno’s unpublished 
lectures, in particular, are of great importance to this study – not least because he argues in them that 
‘art is a way of understanding, not an object to be understood’, an idea key to a study that analyses 
literature’s understanding of the world. I examine a key point of intellectual kinship between early 
modern literature and German modernism: namely, the paradoxical awareness that the truth of ideas is 
bound up with the possibility of their being wrong.

3. Key Texts and Arguments

Since literature is a disputed category in this period, this study provides case studies of major genres: 
plays, sermons, sonnets, essays and epics. It offers an analysis of the singularity of literary expression 
by considering the role of grief in Shakespeare’s Sonnets, King Lear and Donne’s poetry and sermons, 
all of which voice sophisticated understandings of grief, expressing something about it that scientific 
explanations cannot. Consider how Lear’s demented cry of ‘No, no, no life! / Why should a dog, a 
horse, a rat, have life, / And thou no breath at all?’ (King Lear, V.iii.304–6) registers, with primal 



eloquence and dramatic urgency, the sense of cosmic injustice inherent in grief.

Although the expressions of grief I consider commonly employ the grotesque register to evoke the 
complex feelings – depression, bewilderment, rage and loss – associated with this emotion, I also 
consider its other uses. With reference to Montaigne’s Essays, in which he casts himself as a 
grotesque, I offer an extensive analysis of the role of the unfinished, ugly, fragmented and deformed in 
Andrew Marvell’s Upon Appleton House and Lucy Hutchinson’s Order and Disorder. Furthermore, 
bringing Karl Rosenkranz’s Ästhetik des Häßlichen (1853), which Adorno discusses in his unpublished 
lectures, to bear for the first time on the Renaissance grotesque, this study contends that the grotesque 
enables these writers to create works that are not blithely removed from the ugliness of the world in 
which they were formed, but which reproduce and denounce it. In other words, the grotesque enables 
literature to critique dominant forms of reasoning. In this respect, it is not without a peculiar sort of 
beauty: viewed awry, these ugly ducklings might just turn out to be beautiful swans.

3. Possible Conclusions and Further Directions of Study

Early modern literature and German modernism express grave doubts about the possibility of art to 
offer consolation – or distraction – from life’s harsh realities. By bringing reflections on the nadir of 
scientific certainty in the twentieth century into dialogue with literature conceived in the golden age of 
poetic scepticism, this study seeks to produce an alternative conception of literature, whose peculiar 
rationality lies in its critique of dogma and its acknowledgement of its own irrationality

4. Possible Outcomes

i) A monograph for Routledge Engagements with Literature 

ii) A symposium on the early modern roots of critical theory 


