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INTRODUCTION

A sect of poets, that has established itself in this country within these
ten or twelve years
—Francis Jeffrey, review of Southey, -
Thalaba the Destroyer in
The Edinburgh Review,
1 (1803), 63

Few, amid the rural-tvibe, bave time
To number syllables or play with rhyme
—George Crabbe, The Village (1783),
lines 25-26

That perverse singularity of judgement which haunts the tribe of poets
—Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine,

10 (August-December 1821), 184,

on Southey

The real objects of bis admiration are the Coterie of Hampstead
—]J. G. Lockhart, “On the Cockney School of Poetry,”
Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, 2 (October 1817),
38-40, on Leigh Hunt

I have two related aims in The Dialect of the Tribe: first, to explore the
formative role played in the production of Romanticism by coteries
that comprised not only writers but also editors, patrons, booksellers,
and critics; second, to understand the significance of the trope that
was the hallmark of coterie style—allusion. The coteries I examine
overlapped temporally and spatially; they even shared some of their
members. Together they forged and reforged a literary language built
on new, as well as traditional, uses of allusion.

Romantic coteries were intense friendship groups in which a new
poetic language was forged in common, often collaboratively, and
usually, at least initially, in private. They involved men and women
and they acted as circles of production and consumption as well as
composition. Poetry was criticized, edited, transcribed, circulated,
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performed, heard, and read within the group. It was also made
public by the group—in joint recitations, collaborative collections,
group anthologies, and house magazines and newspapers. Once
made public, the poetry led the group to be defined by its crit-
ics—sometimes more tightly than by the poets themselves. “Sect,”
“gang,” and “tribe” were names given by reviewers who recog-
nized that the new poets challenged established taste because their
language originated in lower-class speech communities. “Tribe”
implied that the poets shared the values and beliefs of the American
Indians: they were uncouth, uncivilized, savage. It is this class
and racial condescension that T. S. Eliot picked up in his declara-
tion that the poet’s task is to “purify the dialect of the tribe.” His
remark has, for all its implicit distaste, something in common with
Wordsworth’s argument, in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, that the
poet makes “a selection of the real language of men” “purified
indeed from...its real defects” (WLB, pp. 741, 744). The Preface
was viewed as the manifesto of a radical coterie, a “sect of poets™
its derivation of poetic language from common speech led con-
servative critics to brand Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey, Lamb,
and Lloyd as being perversely and politically déclassé. They had
mired themselves in lower-class slang and patois but they did not
purify it; rather, it tainted them—they were collectively identifiable
because they took on the linguistic patterns of uneducated cultural
groups—and, in that sense, were tribal.

While Crabbe and Blackwood’s called laboring-class and Lake writ-
ers “tribes,” Francis Jeffrey popularized “sect” as the collective noun.
The new poetry, it was implied, smacked of the cult phraseology of
religious enthusiasts as well as the uncouth terms of savages. It was a
collective dialect, a self-reinforcing discourse that dragged traditional
literary language into lower-class venues: the chapel and the sweat
lodge. To conservative arbiters of taste such as Jeffrey, it was both
new and dangerous, and it needed purification from its class affilia-
tions, its social leveling, and its political radicalism. Jeffrey blamed its
appearance on Southey, Coleridge, Wordsworth, and their friends. It
is this coterie on which I focus first. By the 1960s and 1970s, it was
renamed “the Wordsworth circle” and praised rather than blamed—
praised in part because it was often reduced to the Wordsworth/
Coleridge axis; other members whose writings did not fit the models
of imaginative and symbolic language that critics idealized were rel-
egated to the background.! Although those models were challenged
in the 1990s, it has taken longer to restore to view the work of the
neglected members. Here, developing the work of several recent
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scholars,? I continue the process of restoration—framing it as a West
Country coterie comprising a series of overlapping and shifting part-
nerships® in which—as well as Coleridge and Wordsworth—Southey,
De Quincey, Bowles, Mary Robinson, and Charles Lloyd all played
parts. Later, in the Lakes, part of this coterie was reconstituted, fea-
turing Southey as strongly as Coleridge and Wordsworth.

The second and third coteries I discuss are those assembled by
so-called peasant poets, Crabbe’s “rural tribe”: Robert Bloomfield
and John Clare. These coteries intersected with each other (Clare
being an admirer of Bloomfield, who acted as his mentor), and
with the kind of poetry the West Country and Lakes coteries had ,_-
fashioned.

The fourth is the “Cockney school,” billed at the time as an urban
successor to the “tribe of poets” in the Lakes. The Cockneys were
branded as a lower-middle-class coterie who brought onto the page
the cant lingo of London tradesmen: they smacked of the shop. Here
again I aim to change our understanding of the group—so well dis-
cussed by Jeffrey Cox, Greg Kucich, and Gregory Dart*—by focus-
ing on some of its less central members—Bloomfield and “cockney
Clare™ among them—and by emphasizing its ambivalent relation-
ships to the rural poetry of the Lake poets on the one hand, and,
on the other, to the Cockney culture common among artisans and
tradesmen. Discussing Lamb as well as Thomas Hood and P. G.
Patmore, I suggest that in the Cockney coterie the Romantic sub-
limity fashioned in West Country and Lakes poetry in opposition to
London was replayed in the petit bourgeois form of the confessional
essay, with a self-reflexive awareness of indebtedness that was over-
written by conscious display of difference. Romanticism, it follows,
emerges from my discussions as a dialogue between, on the one hand,
provincial and rural groupings and, on the other, their metropolitan
followers. Its hallmarks—imagination, sublimity, and confession—
were jointly forged by a group of university poets in reaction against
London culture and later reforged by circles of laboring and middle-
class writers who wrote from that London culture. Yet the coun-
try and the city were not simply in opposition, for the discourse of
each was inflected by the other: writers such as Bloomfield, Clare,
and Leigh Hunt had a foot in both camps. Romanticism was a con-
flicted response, of both fascination and repulsion, to the commer-
cial and consumerist culture that centered on London. Its trajectory
was shaped by spatial, temporal, and class differences, but above all
by group identity—by the shared writing and reading practices of
literary coteries.
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WRITING COMMUNITIES

What is revealed by examining Romanticism as a discourse made and
remade in coteries? In what follows I replace emphasis on the solitary
author—the sublime egotist Wordsworth and damaged archangel
Coleridge—or even on an expanded roster of individual writers—
with a social history of literary production in groups. Thus, I analyze
poetry in relation to the conditions in which composition, publish-
ing, and reading took place—conditions affected by a culture under-
going a series of rapid transformations that altered the status and
role of authors. It was, as Coleridge and Southey put it, an “age of
personality” (Friend, 11, 286-87): one in which a capitalized pub-
lishing market served an expanded reading public and scores of new
newspapers, journals and magazines traded in the personal—whether
by hostile reviews that attacked an author’s private character, or by
gossip about literary celebrities.® The formerly private became public,
and writers experienced unprecedented pressures: their self-belief and
self-possession, their ability to make a living and to earn reputation,
was placed in doubt. As Jon Klancher,” Lee Erickson,* and Andrew
Franta’ have shown, literary value was put into competition with
commercial value as never before. Some were able to bridge the two:
among writers who excelled in traditional “high” cultural forms of
poetry there were new opportunities of profit and renown for those
who learned to trade on their authorial personae. Byron, for instance,
earned money and fame from his creation of a poetic persona that
seemed to offer access to intimate details of his life.'? Coleridge, on
the other hand, regarded contemporary print culture with suspicion
because its commercialization of publication replaced traditional
relationships between author, patron, bookseller, and reader with a
monetarized relationship between a writer and a distant public whose
purchases were guided by reviewers and magazine journalists.

If publication became commercialized, it also became politicized
to a new extent. The dramatic acceleration of capitalism altered both
living conditions and cultural values. The interrelated rise of impe-
rialism and the manufacturing system, and of consumerism and
commodity fetishism, left many people in Britain and the colonies
exploited, alienated and disorientated. The resultant political cam-
paigns for reform, fuelled by the example of the French Revolution,
triggered a fractious contest for cultural and political authority.
Reformers were countered by repressive laws that made direct criti-
cism of the established political and religious order highly dangerous.
Campaigners were also resisted by an anti-Jacobin press that attacked
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radicals’ characters, leaving the public sphere personalized as well as
politically polarized.!

It was under pressure from this politicization, which they traced
to London, that young intellectuals banded together in the provinces
to support each other’s writing and to find ways of gaining access to
print. The problems and opportunities presented by a commercial-
ized and politicized public sphere created a group identity, labeled as
such by critics and adopted by the writers themselves. Nor was the
group confined to writers: editors and publishers were also impor-
tant in creating the new literary coterie—and indeed some members
of the group performed all three roles.!? At least in the early years of
the “Jacobin crew”!? based in Bristol and Somerset, to be an author
was, it appeared, to be part of a group that jointly generated and pub-
lished text—sometimes even printing that text too. It follows, then,
that a figure such as Southey—poet, anthologist, editor, publicist,
collaborator—was more significant in shaping the group language
than the relatively marginal Wordsworth. The “Bristol sound” was
sometimes so much a collaborative production that to speak of a text
having one author became meaningless: produced and reproduced
for different occasions, it existed in different versions as the work of
different combinations of creators (as Jack Stillinger'* has shown of
a number of poems attributed variously to Coleridge, Southey, and
Wordsworth singly and in combination'?).

Investigating Romantic poetry as the product of what Margaret
Ezell has called “social authorship™® alters our understanding of its
creation, production, and consumption—and also changes the pic-
ture of the producers involved. If it brings Southey to the fore, it also
reminds us that the Bristol circle and Lake sects included women,
at times at least—though their participation was not necessarily on
an equal basis. In The Dialect of the Tribe, I explore the uneasy but
nevertheless highly productive inclusion of Mary Robinson in a circle
of Bristol writers; I develop recent work by Lucy Newlyn!” and Susan
Wolfson'® in which the “separate spheres” produced by the critical
separation of men’s and women’s writing are replaced by new trac-
ings of literary relationships that, at their closest, involved a process
of shared composition that was mutually formative for both the male
and female writer involved. Wolfson has found in the Wordsworths’
relationship a new model in which Romantic writing emerges from a
constitutive interaction that brings an author into being not as a sub-
ject but as an intersubject.”” And even where the relationship was less
close than the Wordsworths’, several scholars have found evidence
of mutual redefinition. Ashley Cross, for example, has revealed how

-
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Southey and Mary Robinson, though they never met, each came into
their own as poets as their work converged in a poetic dialogue con-
ducted in the columns of a newspaper.?’

Wordsworth’s poems provide one example of partnership in
action at the center of a literary circle. As Sally Bushell?! has shown,
Wordsworth’s household was a poetry workshop, linked to a wider
circle that included Southey, Scott, and Coleridge.??> A poem typ-
ically began orally with William and Dorothy walking and talking
and then William turning conversation into verse, muttering the
measures as he paced back and forth. These measures were moved
onto paper by the scriptorial labor of William’s female relatives,
who might then read aloud what they had written down, where-
upon it would be revised, sometimes orally, sometimes directly on
the manuscript, and then written out again. Sent to be printed in
Bristol and London, the text would be prepared for publication
by a friend employed to negotiate with the booksellers and make
alterations as it went through the press (for Lyrical Ballads this
role was played by the coterie member Humphry Davy—chemist,
poet, and philosopher). A result of Bushell’s work is that we under-
stand even so apparently autonomous and individual an “author”
as the “William Wordsworth” credited on the title page of Lyrical
Ballads (1800/1802) and Poems in Two Volumes (1807) as a singular
identity for a writing community without which the man William
Wordsworth could not move his verse from his mind and his tongue
onto the page. Here, I examine similar, though shorter lived, writ-
ing workshops formed by Southey and Coleridge, by Bloomfield, his
friends and bookseller, and by Clare and his asylum keeper William
Knight.

COTERIE LANGUAGE

A social history of the production of Romanticism shows it being gen-
erated in partnerships, collaborations, and workshops, being revised
and edited by coterie members, and being issued in homemade col-
lections (Coleridge’s 1796 sonnets and The Friend; Bloomfield’s tour
poem and sketchbook The Banks of Wye, for example). But what does
it reveal about Romantic form and style? Here, I offer a series of
analyses that aim to reveal, by teasing out the intricate threads that
relate one text to another, the ways in which historical pressures were
refracted in particular uses of literary tropes that marked and, in part,
constituted a common style. These tropes are allusion?*—modulat-
ing, when less self-advertising and declarative,?* into borrowing,?
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and echo?®—phrasings that are shared by many members without
clearly belonging to one originator, collectively forming a dialect.?’

In an era in which poetry competed as never before in a profes-
sionalized and commercialized literary market, poets displayed their
credentials by playfully alluding to and borrowing from the work of
popular respected forebears—bolstering. their cultural authority by
placing themselves “among the English poets”;?® they also referenced
each other’s words, or published words mutually generated, badg-
ing their togetherness and marking their difference from other print
genres with which they competed for notice: there was strength in
(poetic) numbers. Drawing upon others” words was, then, the flexible _.
resource of writers facing a market that placed the role and identity
of the author in doubt; it played a strategic socio-poetic part.in fash-
ioning new poetic languages and in redefining the cultural figure of
the poet. Ifit generated an intimate dialogue with fellow poets of past
and present, if it obliquely invoked allies, it did so in proportion to the
hostility of poets’ receptions. Allusion and borrowing characterized a
language of intimacy—sometimes, of love—forged in adversity and in
response to the babble of publicity. They also, on occasion, featured
in a language of critique used to indicate a new-found difference from
a collaborator?” and a language of hate used to attack enemies whom
it was too dangerous to criticize directly.’” Appearing throughout
their work, allusions, borrowings, and echoes were fundamental to
the Romantic poets’ modus operandi®*'—more prevalent and longer
lived, if less immediately striking, than the rustic language and con-
fessional effusions for which they were also renowned—essential in
welding literary coteries together.

CHAPTERS AND THEMES

In examining coterie language in relation to various kinds of pub-
lic discourse, The Dialect of the Tribe takes its cue from the New
Historicist work begun in the 1980s. I am, however, more interested
than many critics of that time in the ways in which this discourse
intersected with events in writers’ private lives. Indeed, the media-
tion of public events and narratives into poetic style and form via the
poet’s pressing personal concerns is the process I attempt to unravel
in each of the chapters. Formalism, that is, benefits from historicism
when the micro-historical, including the biographical, is combined
with the study of the large scale. In the 1790s, for example, one of the
formative aspects of the Southey/Coleridge coterie was a diagnosis,
derived from Cowper, of commercial capitalism as a disease, one effect



