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In a broad sense, the Romantic period in Britain/England lasts from about
1780 to about 1848. To be more exact, the Romantic period denoted the period
between 1798, marked with the publication of the Lyrical Ballads by William
Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and 1832, when Sir Walter Scott
died and other major writers were no longer productive, and when the Reform
Bill was carried in Parliament, inaugurated the Victorian era of cautious
readjustment of political power to the economic and social realities of a new
industrial age.

Romanticism gets its name from romance, the literary form in which
desires and dreams prevail over everyday realities. The movement may be
regarded as the triumph of the values of imaginative spontaneity, visionary
originality, wonder, and emotional self-expression over the classical
standards of balance, order, restraint, proportion, and objectivity. It marks
a profound transformation in artistic style, in cultural attitudes, and in the
relations between artist and society in literature and other arts in the first half
of the 19th century.

England experienced the critical change from a primarily agricultural
society to a modern industrial nation, in which the balance of economic power
shifted to large-scale employers, and with which appeared an immensely
enlarging working class. This change occurred in the context of the French
Revolution, the Industrial Revolution, and the American Revolution.

22 French Revolution

The early period of the French Revolution evoked enthusiastic support
from English liberals and radicals alike. Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man
(1791-1792) justified the French Revolution, and advocated for England
a democratic Republic to be established by revolution. William Godwin’s
Inguiry Concerning Political Justice (1793) foretold an inevitable but peaceful
evolution of society to a final stage in which all properties would be equally
distributed and all governments would wither away. Both works, together
with Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), had
an important influence upon William Wordsworth, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and
other Romanticists.

In the early period of the French Revolution, all the leading English writers
were in sympathy with it, and Robert Burns, William Blake, Wordsworth,
Samuel Coleridge, Robert Southey were among its fervent adherents. The
younger writers William Hazlitt, Lee Hunt, Percy Shelley and Gorge Gordon
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Byron felt its example comprised humanity’s best hope. Under the influence
of the American and French revolutions, the idea of “Liberty, Equality, and
Fraternity” inspired English writers, and the desire for personal freedom and
individual rights encouraged a more daring and imaginative approach to both
life and literature.

22 The Industrial Revolution

The Industrial Revolution had begun in the mid-18th century with improvements
in machines for processing textiles, and was given immense impetus when
James Watt perfected the steam engine in 1765. In the succeeding decades,
steam replaced wind and water as the primary source of power in manufacturing,
and began the ever-accelerating progress in economic and social conditions.
This process introduced more efficient methods of agriculture and animal
breeding required to supply a growing population; and it created a new
landless class who either migrated to the industrial towns or remained as farm
labourers, subsisting on starvation wages.

Meanwhile, the population was increasingly polarised into two classes: the
land and factory owner and the wageworker, the rich and the poor. In London
the leisure class enjoyed lavish display and moral laxity; in the provinces, the
gentry in their country houses carried on their familial and social concerns
almost untouched by great national and international events, as reflected in the
novels of Jane Austen.

”

5 Literature Achievements

W

1) Romantic poetry

Most romanticists were poets because poetry was the best medium to
express their feelings and passions. The Romantic period is, therefore, an age
of poetry. As a whole, it is usually taken to represent a second renaissance of
literature in Britain, especially in lyric and narrative poetry.

The characteristic features of Romantic poetry are as follows:

First, the poetic creation of Romanticism starts as a rebellion against the
Neoclassicism. The Romantic poets explores new theories and innovates new
techniques in poetry creation. Wordsworth, in the “Preface to Lyrical Ballads”,
calls for simple themes drawn from humble life expressed in the language
of ordinary people. He advocates a quite different standard for the material,
contents, theme, and language of poetry.
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Second, the Romantic poets believe in the moral good of poetry. Their
interpretation of poetry is that poetry was a healing energy, and it could purify
both individual souls and society. Wordsworth defines the poet as “a man
speaking to men”; Shelley believes that poetry can play a very important
part in the spiritual life of society. “The great instrument of moral good is
the imagination; and poetry administers to the effect by acting on the cause.”
(Shelley: “A Defence of Poetry”)

Third, subjectivity and spontaneity are especially emphasised in Romantic
poetry. The Romantic poets establish a new relationship between poetry and
poet. They claim the quality of poetry is the quality of the poet. Wordsworth’s
definition of poetry is “the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings, which
originates in emotion recollected in tranquility.” Shelley believes that “poetry
is the record of the best and happiest moments of the happiest and best minds.”
Both express that poetry is the direct product of the poet.

Fourth, Romantic poets believe that imagination is the vital faculty that
creates new wholes out of disparate elements, as Coleridge argues. Shelley
defines the poetry to be * ‘the expression of the Imagination’: and poetry is
connate with the origin of man.” William Blake says, “where intelligence was
fallible, limited, the Imagination was our hope of contact with eternal forces,
with the whole spiritual world.”

Fifth, a new connotation is given to the concept of nature. Nature is not
only the major source of poetic imagery, but also provides the dominant subject
matter. Wordsworth conceives of nature as “the nurse,/The guide, the guardian
of my heart, and soul/Of all my moral being.” Wordsworth, Coleridge and
Southey rejected the excessively rational, as well as excessively materialistic
world, and chose to live by the lakeside as to escape from the “madding
crowd”.

Sixth, Romantic poets also make bold experiments in poetic language,
versification and design, and construct a vatiety of forms on original principles
of organisation and style. Examples can be found in Blake’s visionary prophetic
poems, in Coleridge’s mystic ballad, “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, in
Wordsworth’s spiritual autobiography, The Prelude, and in Shelley’s symbolic
drama, Prometheus Unbound. In order to achieve the effect of the individual
vision, the medieval or renaissance world is particularly favoured as the
setting,

William Blake and Robert Burns arc the two notable forerunners of
romantic poetry. Later the works of William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, Goerge Gordon Byron, Percy Bysshe Shelley and John Keats
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represent the highest achievements in Romantic poetry. Robert Southey' and
Leigh Hunt’ are also influential figures of the Romanticism.

The Romantic poets are not only innovators of poetic creation but also
thinkers of poetic theory. They make unique contributions to the development
of literary theory, most notably in the writing of Coleridge and Hazlitt, and
in major essays by Wordsworth and Shelley. “Preface to Lyrical Ballads™
by Wordsworth, “A Defence of Poetry” by Shelley, Biographia Literaria by
Coleridge, are three brilliant representatives.

Leigh Hunt, a portrait drawn
Robert Southey, from a painting by by J. Hayter, engraved by H.
John Opie, engraved by W. H. Eagleton Meyer.

2) Familiar essays

The periodical essay in England began with Defoe in 1704, and was
developed by Addison and Steele in The Tatler and The Spectator. Addison
divided The Spectator writings into series essays and occasional papers.

In the 19th century, periodicals increased in number and modem magazines
came into being. In 1802, the Edinburgh Review started the modern type of
periodical publication. In 1820 appeared the London Magazine, liberal in
politics and contemporary in literary interests. It allowed considerable latitude

to its writers, and set its literary standards high.
These new periodicals, by elevating the essay in literary dignity and quality,
and making an author able to earn a living as a freelance essayist, served a
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great promotion for the tradition of English essays.

The familiar essay, as a commentary on a non-technical subject written in
a relaxed and intimate manner, flourished in a fashion parallelling the course
of Romantic poetry. Like the poets, the essayists are personal and subjective;
their essays are often candidly autobiographical, reminiscent, self-analytic;
the material is reflected in the temperament of the essayist. The subject matter
of the essays, like that of poetry, exhibits an extension of range and sympathy
for what is beyond the earlier limits of the leisure class and its fashionable
concerns. The most important English essayists of this period were William
Hazlitt', Leigh Hunt, Thomas de Quincey” and Charles Lamb.

William Hazlitt, )
self-portrait, ca.1802 Thomas DeQuincey

3) Fiction of the Romantic period

Jane Austen and Sir Walter Scott are two major novelists of the Romantic
period, among many other novelists, romantic or gothic. In the period, two
types of fiction were successively popular. One was the “Gothic novel”,
prominent in the late 18th century, exerted distinct influence upon poets that
Gothicism is apparent in some of the Romantic poetry: in Coleridge’s medieval
terror poem “Christabel”, in Byron’s recurrent hero-villain, in Shelley’s
inclinations toward the fantastic, the macabre, and the exploration of the realm
of the unconscious mind.

The second fictional mode popular at the turn of the century was the novel

1 William Hazlitt (1778-1830) was remembered for his humanistic essays and
-  literary criticism, aften esteemed the grtatest Enghsh literary critic after Samuei" '
~ Johnson.

2 Thomas de Quincey (1785-?859} Enghsh author and mtellectuai best known for
his book Confessions of an English Op:um-Eater ‘




