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PART VII
The Romantic Period (1798-1832)

Romanticism in England

Romanticism as a literary movement came into being
in England early in the latter balf of the 18th century.
It first made its appearance in England as a renewed
interest in medieval literature. The movement was usher-
ed by Thomas Percy, James Macpherson and TaoOmas
Chatterton. William Blake and Robert Burns represented
the spirit of what is usually called Pre-Romanticism.

With the publication of William Wordsworth’s
Lyrical Ballads in collaboration with S.T. Coleridge,
romanticism began to bJoom and found a firm place in
the history of English literature. In fact, the first half
of the nineteenth century recorded the triumph of
Romanticism.

As is known to all, literature developes with the
development of the society and, as a superior ideology,
gets stroag influence of other social ideologies, especial-
ly of politics which is the most decisive; literature
reflects the mental attitudes of a time and a nation. The
class struggles also motivate the development of litera-

ture. But the most important and decisive factor in the
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development of literature is economics. These are true
of the literature of all countries. The English Roman-
ticism is no exception. It was greatly influenced by the
Industrial Revolution and the French Revolution.

After the Industrial Revolution, Britain became the
“workshop of the world” and the English bourgeoisie
fattened on world trade, plunder and colonjzation. No
country was strong enough to compete with England.
The Industrial Revolution pushed the bourgeoisie to the
dominant position in the country. It became the ruling
class. The aristocratic class retained some prestige and
influence in social life and was still prominent in
Parliament and bureaucracy, but now it had to submit
to the rising, powerful bourgeoisie. As,k the victim of
the “Enclosure Movement”, the peasants became landless
and had to find new ways of living. The rapid capi-
talist development ruined the peasants who had to wander
for work. They became hired v, orkers in the countryside
and cities. Thus, a new class, proletariat, had sprung
into existence. AJl the working people lived in dreadful

poverty. They were mercilessly exploited and in some
_places sixteen hours’ labour would hardly pay for the

daily bread. In many large cities hungry men and women
formed groups against the exploiters. The bourgeoisie
got richer and rich:r while the labourers bocame poorer
and poorer until they could not support themsclves. It
was under ihis unbearable economic condition that the
workers’ struggle broke out, finding expression in the

spontancous movement (1811-1812) of tke Luddites, cr
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“frame-breakers”, who borke their master's weaving
machines to show their hatred of the capitalists and
capitalist exploitation.

July 14, 1789 saw a great event in Europe. That
was the French Revolution. The heavily-exploited
Parisian people rose and stormed the Bastille, the
symbol of feudalism. Tinhe revolution destroyed the
feudal economic base. Its influence swept all over
Europe. It is almost impossible for those who had no
knowledge of the world history of this period to imagine
the extraordinary effect of the French Revolution on
the life and thought of England in both cultural and

political terms.
The Revolution proclaimed the natural rights of

man and the abolition of class distinctions. This, of
course, was welcomed by the labouring people in Brit-
ain where the labouring people and the progressive
intellectuals hailed the French Revolution and its prin-
ciple. Clubs and societies such as the London Corre-
sponding Society and other radical organizations multi-
plied in Britain, all asserting the doctrine of “liberty,
equality and fraternity”, the watchwords of the Revolu-
tion. The Revolution had such a strong influence on
Eritain that many writers such as William Blake,
Robert Burns, George Gorden Byron, Percy Bysshe
Shelley, Charles Lamb and even William Wordsworth
and Samuel Taylor Coleridge to mention a few, got their
inspirations from it and wrote beautiful poems or prose.

Wordsworth was at first very much excited by the

~ 3 ~



Revolution and had been to France twice. Even after he
had lost faith and hope and gained a comfortable in-
come, Wordsworth, when writing about the Revolution,

would still say: .
Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,

But to be young was very heaven.

* The French Revolution inspired the working (labour-
ing) people and the progressive intellectuals of Britain,
but it scared the bourgeoisie, especially its upper stratum,
who allowed and had their own revolution but could
not bear the idea of another nation having its own
revolution. The British government regarded the French
Republic as a most dangerous enemy which threatened
its very existence. Under the banner of patriotism and
fighting “Jacobinism”, the British government supported
and joined the “Holy Alliance”.* By doing this, the
British government attempted to turn men’s thoughts
from their own to their neighbour’s affairs and so
prevent a threatened revolution at home. The reactionary
measures of the British Government resulted in the
notorious “Peterloo Massacre” in 1819 at St. Peter’s
Fields, Manchester, when hundreds of workers were
killed and wounded by the troops during a mass
rally demanding political reform for which the working
people had been fighting fof many years.

The political writings of the time also reflected the

* Holy Alliance: an alliance formed in 1815 by the rulers of
Russia, Austria and Prussia to suppress the democratic revo-

lutionary movement in Europe.
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acute struggle. Edmund Burke spoke against the French
Revolution and sang elegies for the downfall of the
royalty in France. He wrote a pamphlet entitled as
Reflections on the Revolution in France (1780), which
soon became an anti-revolutionary manifesto for all
reactionaries in Europe. In his picture of the sufferings
of French royalty and nobility, as Thomas Paine said,
“He pitied the plumage and forgot the dying bird.”
In answer to this, Thomas Paine (1737-1809), the radi-
cal pamphleteer who had always been fighting for free-
dom, wrote The Rights of Men (1791-1792) a pamphlet,
in which he advocated that politics was the business of
the whole mass of common people and not  only
of a governing oligarchy. People would not like a
government that failed to secure people “life, liberty and
the pursuit of happiness”. Such a government people
had the right to overthrow, if necessary, by revolution.
This pamphlet of Thomas Paine, coming so soon after
the destruction of the Bastille, added fuel to the flames
kindled in Britain by the French Revolution. The Rights
of Man was banned and Thomas Paine was founded
guilty of treason. The government wanted to arrest him.
Fortunately, the accused was not taken prisoner. He
did not attend the trial for he had been warned by the
poet, William Blake, of the likelihood of immediate
arrest and, instead of returning to his Ilodgings where

the police waitéd with a warrant, had escaped to
France. ;
The English people became more and more dis-
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satisfied with the reality of their country. Fighting for
“Liberty, Equality and Fraternity” also became their
national spirit and they never stopped demanding reform
for many years to come.

Some reforms had been made in England since 1815,
The destruction of the African slave trade: the mitigation
of horribly unjust laws, which included poor debtors
and petty criminals in the same class; the prevention of
child labour; the freedom of the press; the extension of
manhood suffrage; the abolition of restrictions against
Catholics in parliament; the establishment of hundreds
of popular schools, under the leadership of Andrew Bell
and 'Joseph Lancaster, these are but a few of the reforms
which mark the progress of civilization in a single half
century. The Reform Bill of 1832 shifted the center of
political power to the middle class.

It was amid these social conflicts mentioned above
that Romanticism arose as a main literary trend, which
prevailed in England during the period of 1798-1832,
beginning with the publication of Wordsworth’s Lyrical

Ballads (1798), ending with Walter Scott’s death
(1832).

The cighteeth century was distinctively an age of
prose. The Age of Wordsworth—like the Age of Shake-
speare—was decidedly an age of poetry. Its grcat men
of genius were mostly eminent in the poetical field,
distinction was more easily achieved in poetry than in
prose, the general tasic was decidedly set in the poetic
direction. This fact has helpad to mark it as the second
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great age in English literary history; for poetry is the
highest form of literary expression, and poetry seems to
bave been most in harmony with the noblest powers of
the English genius. As in the Elizabethan Age, the
young enthusiasts turned as naturally to poetry as a
bappy man to singing. The glory of the age is in the
poetry of Scott, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, Shelley,
Keats, Moore, and Southey. Of its prose works, those
of Scott alone have attained a very wide reading,
though the essays of Charles Lamb and the novels of
Jane Austen have slowly won for their authors a
secure place in the history of English Iliterature.
Coleridge and Southey (who with Wordsworth  form
the trio of so-called Lake Poets) wrote far more prose
than poetry; Southey's prose is much better than his
verse. There was also a noteworthy development of the
novel wkich was already beginning to establish itself as
the favorite literary form of the nineteenth century.
The drama was the only great literary form that was
not adequately represented. Many of the great poets, as
well as other writers, tried their hands at dramatic
work; but there is probably not a single great drama in
the stricter sense of the term. The best that we can say
is that there was some really noble poetry written in

nominally dramatic form. During the nineteenth century,
the drama seems to have been practically superseded by

the novel as a medium for the portrayel of its comglex
forms of life and character. It remains to be said that

the literature of the age was exceedingly rich and
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