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PREFACE

A FRESH APPROACH

o those with some awareness of the abundance of

fresh material and lively debate in the field of
English Studies in recent generations, it may seem
surprising that this abundance has not been more fully
reflected in the number of available anthologies. Thirty
years ago there were two comprehensive anthologies
designed for courses surveying British Literature: 7The
Norton Anthology of English Literature and one alterna-
tive. In recent years there have been still two choices
available—the Norton and one alternative. Over that
time span The Longman Anthology of British Literature
replaced The Oxford Anthology of English Literature in
the role of “alternative,” but there has been no expan-
sion in range of available choices to match the expansion
of content and of approach that has characterized the
disciplineitself. The number of available handbooks and
guides to writing has multiplied steadily (to the point
where there are literally hundreds of available choices),
while the number of comprehensive anthologies of
British literature has remained at two.

For those of us who have been working for the past
three years on The Broadview Anthology of British
Literature, it is not difficult to understand why. The
very expansion of the discipline has made the task of
assembling and editing an anthology that fully and
vibrantly reflects the ways in which the British literary
tradition is studied and taught an extraordinarily
daunting one. The sheer amount of work involved is
enormous, but so too is the amount of expertise that
needs to be called on. With that background very much
in mind, we have charted a new course in the prepara-
tion of The Broadview Anthology of British Literature.
Rather than dividing up the work among a relatively
small number of academics, and asking each of them to
handle on their own the work of choosing, annotating,
and preparing introductions to texts in their own areas
of specialization, we have involved a large number of
contributors in the process (as the pages following the

title page to this volume attest), and encouraged a high
degree of collaboration at every level. First and foremost
have been the distinguished academics who have served
as our General Editors for the project, but in all there
have literally been hundreds of people involved at
various stages in researching, drafting headnotes or
annotations, reviewing material, editing material, and
finally carrying out the work of designing and typeset-
ting the texts and other materials. That approach has
allowed us to draw on a diverse range of talent, and to
prepare a large anthology with unusual speed. It has also
facilitated the maintenance of a high degree of consis-
tency. Material has been reviewed and revised in-house
at Broadview, by outside editors (chief among them
Colleen Franklin, an academic with a wide-ranging
background and also a superb copy editor), by a variety
of academics with an extraordinarily diverse range of
backgrounds and academic specialities, and by our team
of General Editors for the project as a whole. The aim
has been not only to ensure accuracy but also to make
sure that the same standards are applied throughout the
anthology to matters such as extent and coverage in
author introductions, level of annotation, tone of
writing, and student accessibility.

Our General Editors have throughout taken the lead
in the process of making selections for the anthology.
Along the way we have been guided by several core
principles. We have endeavored to provide a selection
that is broadly representative, while also being mindful
of the importance of choosing texts that have the
capacity to engage readers interest today. We have for
the most part made it a policy to include long works in
their entirety or not at all; readers will find complete in
these pages works such as Utopia, Confessions of an
English Opium Eater, In Memoriam and A Room of One’s
Own that are often excerpted in other anthologies.
Where inexpensive editions of works are available in our
series of paperback Broadview Editions, we have often
decided to omit them here, on the grounds that those
wishing to teach one or more such works may easily
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order them in a combination package with the anthol-
ogy; on these grounds we have decided against including
Frankenstein, Pride and Prejudice, or Heart of Darkness.
(For both Mary Shelley and Jane Austen we have made
exceptions to our general policy regarding excerpts,
however, including selections from 7he Last Man to
represent Shelley and the first four chapters of Pride and
Prejudice, together with a complete shorter work, Lady
Susan, to represent Austen.)

Any discussion of what is distinctive about 7he
Broadview Anthology of British Literature must focus
above all on the contents. In every volume of the
anthology there is material that is distinctive and
fresh-including not only selections by lesser-known
writers but also less familiar selections from canonical
writers. The anthology takes a fresh approach too to a
great many canonical texts. The first volume of the
anthology includes not only Roy Liuzza’s translation of
Beowulf (widely acclaimed as the most engaging and
reliable translation available), but also new translations
by Liuzza of many other works of Old English poetry
and prose. Also included in the first volume of the
anthology are a new verse translation of Judith by
Stephen Glosecki, and new translations by Claire
Waters of several of the Lais of Marie de France. The
second volume includes King Lear not only in the full
Folio version but also with three key scenes from the
Quarto version; readers are thus invited to engage first-
hand with the question of how textual issues may
substantially affect larger issues of meaning. And so on
through all six volumes.

In a number of these cases the distinctive form of
the anthology facilitates the presentation of content in
an engaging and practical fashion. Notably, the adop-
tion of a two-column format allows for some transla-
tions (the Marie de France Lais, the James Winny
translation of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight) to be
presented in parallel column format alongside the
original texts, allowing readers to experience something
of the flavor of the original, while providing convenient
access to an accessible translation. Similarly, scenes from
the Quarto version of King Lear are presented alongside
the comparable sections of the Folio text, and passages
from four translations of the Bible are laid out parallel
to each other for ready comparison.

The large trim-size, two-column format also allows
for greater flexibility in the presentation of visual
materials. Throughout we have aimed to make this an
anthology that is fully alive to the connections between
literary and visual culture, from the discussion of the
CHI-RHO page of the Lindisfarne Gospels in the first
volume of the anthology (and the accompanying color
illustration) to the inclusion in Volume 6 of a number
of selections (including Graham Greene’s “The Base-
ment Room,” Hanif Kureishi’s “My Son the Fanatic,”
Tom Stoppard’s “Professional Foul,” and several skits
from “Monty Python’s Flying Circus”) that may be
discussed in connection with film or television versions.
Along the way appearseveral full-page illustrations from
the Ellesmere manuscript of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales
and illustrations to a wide variety of other works, from
Robinson Crusoe and Gulliver’s Travels to A Christmas
Carol and The Road to Wigan Pier.

CONTEXTUAL MATERIALS

Visual materials are also an important component of the
background materials that form an important part of the
anthology. These materials are presented in two ways.
Several “Contexts” sections on particular topics or
themes appear in each volume of the anthology, pre-
sented independent of any particular text or author.
These include broadly based groupings of material on
such topics as “Religion and Spiritual Life,” “Print
Culture,” “India and the Orient,” “The Abolition of
Slavery,” “The New Art of Photography,” and “The
End of Empire.” The groups of “In Context” materials
each relate to a particular text or author. They range
from the genealogical tables provided as a supplement to
Beowulf; to materials on “The Eighteenth-Century
Sexual Imagination” (presented in conjunction with
Haywood’s Fantomina); to a selection of materials
relating to the Peterloo massacre (presented in conjunc-
tion with Percy Shelley’s “The Mask of Anarchy”); to
materials on ““The Vilest Scramble for Loot’ in Central
Africa” (presented in conjunction with Conrad’s “An
Outpost of Progress”). For the most part these contex-
tual materials are, as the word suggests, included with a
view to setting texts in their broader literary, historical,
and cultural contexts; in some cases, however, the



materials included in “Contexts” sections are themselves
literary works of a high order. The autobiographical
account by Eliza M. of nineteenth-century life in Cape
Town, for example (included in the section in Volume
5 on “Race and Empire”), is as remarkable for its literary
qualities as it is for the light it sheds on the realities of
colonial life. In the inclusion of texts such as these, as
well as in other ways, the anthology aims to encourage
readers to explore the boundaries of the literary and the
non-literary, and the issue of what constitutes a “literary
text.”

WOMEN’S PLACE

A central element of the broadening of the canon of
British literature in recent generations has of course
been a great increase in the attention paid to texts by
women writers. As one might expect from a publisher
that has played an important role in making neglected
works by women writers widely available, this anthology
reflects the broadening of the canon quantitatively, by
including a substantially larger number of women
writers than have earlier anthologies of British literature.
But it also reflects this broadening in other ways. In
many anthologies of literature (anthologies of British
literature, to be sure, but also anthologies of literature of
avariety of other sorts) women writers are set somewhat
apart, referenced in introductions and headnotes only in
relation to issues of gender, and treated as important
only for the fact of their being women writers. The
Broadview Anthology strenuously resists such segregation;
while women writers are of course discussed in relation
to gender issues, their texts are also presented and
discussed alongside those by men in a wide variety of
other contexts, including seventeenth-century religious
and political controversies, the abolitionist movement
and World War I pacifism. Texts by women writers are
frontand center in the discussion of the development of
realism in nineteenth-century fiction. And when it
comes to the twentieth century, both Virginia Woolf
and Dorothy Richardson are included alongside James
Joyce as practitioners of groundbreaking modernist
narrative techniques.
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“BRITISH,” “ENGLISH,

“WELSH,

IRISH,” “SCOTTISH,”

” “OTHER”
The broadening of English Studies, in conjunction with
the expansion and subsequent contraction of British
power and influence around the world, has considerably
complicated the issue of exactly how inclusive antholo-
gies should be. In several respects this anthology (like its
two main competitors) is significanty more inclusive
than its title suggests, including anumber of non-British
writers whose works connect in important ways with the
traditions of British literature. We have endeavored first
of all to portray the fluid and multilingual reality of the
medieval period through the inclusion not only of works
in Old and Middle English but also, where other
cultures interacted with the nascent “English” language
and “British” culture, works in Latin, in French, and in
Welsh. In later periods the word “British” becomes
deeply problematic in different respects, but on balance
we have preferred it to the only obvious alternative,
“English.” There are several objections to the latter in
this context. Perhaps most obviously, “English” excludes
authors or texts not only from Ireland but also from
Scotland and from Wales, both of which retain to this
day cultures quite distinct from that of the English.
“English literature,” of course, may also be taken to
mean “literature written in English,” but since the
anthology does not cover a4/l literature written in
English (most obviously in excluding American litera-
ture), the ambiguity would not in this case be helpful.
The inclusion of Irish writers presents a related but
even more tangled set of issues. At the beginning of the
period covered by the six volumes of this anthology we
find works, such as the Book of Kells, that may have been
created in what is now England, in what is now Scot-
land, in what is now Ireland—or in some combination
of these. Through most of the seventeenth, eighteenth,
and nineteenth centuries almost the whole of Ireland
was under British control—but for the most part
unwillingly. In the period covered in the last of the six
volumes Ireland was partitioned, with Northern Ireland
becoming a part of the United Kingdom and the
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Republic of Ireland declared independent of Britain on
6 December 1921. Less than two months earlier, James
Joyce had completed Ulpsses, which was first published
as a complete work the following year (in Paris, not in
Britain). It would be obviously absurd to regard Joyce as
a British writer up to just before the publication of
Ulysses, and an Irish writer thereafter. And arguably he
and other Irish writers should never be regarded as
British, whatever the politics of the day. If on no other
grounds than their overwhelming influence on and
connection to the body of literature written in the
British Isles, however, we have included Irish writ-
ers—among them Swift, Sheridan, Wilde, Shaw,
Beckett, Bowen, Muldoon, and Heaney as well as Joyce
—throughout this anthology. We have also endeavored
to give a real sense in the introductions to the six
volumes of the anthology, in the headnotes to individual
authors, and in the annotations to the texts themselves,
of the ways in which the histories and the cultures of
England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales, much as they
interact with one another, are also distinct.

Also included in this anthology are texts by writers
from areas that are far removed geographically from the
British Isles but that are or have been British posses-
sions. Writers such as Mary Rowlandson, Olaudah
Equiano, and Phillis Wheatley are included, as they
spent all or most of their lives living in what were then
British colonial possessions. Writers who came of age in
an independent United States, on the other hand, are
not included, unless (like T.S. Eliot) they subsequently
putdown rootsin Britain and became important British
literary figures. Substantial grey areas, of course,
surround such issues. One might well argue, for exam-
ple, that Henry James merits inclusion in an anthology
of British literature, or that W.H. Auden and Thom
Gunn are more American poets than British ones. But
the chosen subject matter of James’s work has tradition-
ally been considered to mark him as having remained an
American writer, despite having spent almost two-thirds
of his life in England. And both Auden and Gunn so
clearly made a mark in Britain before crossing the
Atlantic that it would seem odd to exclude them from
these pages on the grounds of their having lived the
greater part of their adult lives in America. One of our
competitors includes Sylvia Plath in their anthology of

British literature; Plath lived in England for only five of
her thirty years, though, and her poetry is generally
agreed to have more in common with the traditions of
Lowell, Merwin and Sexton than with the currents of
British poetry in the 1950s and *60s.

As a broad principle, we have been open to the
inclusion of twentieth and twenty-first century work in
English not only by writers from the British Isles but
also by writers from British possessions overseas, and by
writers from countries that were once British possessions
and have remained a part of the British Commonwealth.
In such cases we have often chosen selections that relate
in one way or another to the tradition of British litera-
ture and the British colonial legacy. Of the Judith
Wright poems included here, several relate to her
coming to terms with the British colonial legacy in
Australia; similarly, both the Margaret Atwood and the
Alice Munro selections include work in which these
Canadian authors attempt to recreate imaginatively the
experience of British emigrants to Canada in the nine-
teenth century; the Chinua Achebe story in the anthol-
ogy concerns the divide between British colonial culture
and traditional Nigerian culture; and so on. For conve-
nience we have also grouped most of the post-World
War II non-British authors together, following the
“Contexts: The End of Empire” section. (Other than
that, the table of contents for the anthology is arranged
chronologically according to the birthdate of each
author.)

THE HISTORY OF LANGUAGE, AND OF PRINT
CULTURE

Among the liveliest discussions we had at meetings of
our General Editors were those concerning the issue of
whether or not to bring spelling and punctuation into
accord with present-day practice. We finally decided
that, in the interests of making the anthology accessible
to the introductory student, we should 7 most cases
bring spelling and punctuation in line with present-day
practice. An important exception has been made for
works in which modernizing spelling and punctuation
would alter the meaning or the aural and metrical
qualities. In practice this means that works before the
late sixteenth century tend to be presented either in



their original form or in translation, whereas later texts
tend to have spelling and punctuation modernized. But
where spelling and punctuation choices in later texts are
known (or believed on reliable authority) to represent
conscious choice on the part of the author rather than
simply the common practice of the time, we have in
those cases, too, made an exception and retained the
original spelling and punctuation. (Among these are
texts by Edmund Spenser, by William Cowper, by
William Blake, John Clare, and several other poets of
the Romantic era, by George Bernard Shaw, and by
contemporary figures such as Linton Kwesi Johnson.)

Beyond this, we all agreed that we should provide
for readers a real sense of the development of the
language and of print culture. To that end we have
included in each volume examples of texts in their
original form—in some cases through the use of pages
shown in facsimile, in others by providing short passages
in which spelling and punctuation have not been
modernized. A list of these appears near the beginning
of each volume of the anthology.

We have also included a section of the history of the
language as part of the introduction to each volume.
And throughout the anthology we include materi-
als—visual as well as textual—relating to the history of
print culture.

A DYNAMIC AND FLEXIBLE ANTHOLOGY

Almost all major book publishing projects nowadays are
accompanied by an adjunct website, and most large-
scale anthologies are accompanied by websites that
provide additional background materials in electronic
form. The website component of this anthology, on the
other hand, is precisely that—a component of the
anthology itself. The notion of a website of this sort
grew organically out of the process of trying to winnow
down the contents of the anthology to a manageable
level—the point at which all the material to be included
would fit within the covers of bound books that would
not be overwhelmingly heavy. And we simply could not
do it. After we had made a very substantial round of cuts
we were still faced with a table of contents in which each
volume was at least 200 or 300 pages longer than our
agreed-upon maximum. Our solution was not to try to
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cut anything more, but rather to select a range of
material to be made available in a website component of
the anthology. This material is in every way produced
according to the same high standards of the material in
the bound books; the editorial standards, the procedures
for annotation, the author introductions, and the page
design and layout—all are the same. The texts on the
web, in short, are not “extra” materials; they are an
integral part of the full anthology. In accordance with
that principle, we have been careful to include a wide
range of texts by lesser-known writers within the bound
books, and a number of texts by canonical writers
within the web component of the anthology.

The latter may be used in a variety of ways. Most
obviously, readings from the web component are
available to any purchaser of the book. Instructors who
adopt The Broadview Anthology of British Literature as a
course text are also granted permission to reproduce any
web material for which Broadview holds copyright in a
supplementary coursepack. An alternative for instructors
who want to “create their own” anthology is to provide
the publisher with a list of desired table of contents;
Broadview will then make available to students through
their university bookstore a custom-made coursepack
with precisely those materials included. Other options
are available too. Volumes of the anthology itself may of
course be shrink-wrapped together at special prices in
any desired combination. They may also (for a modest
additional charge) be combined in a shrink-wrapped
package with one or more of the over 200 volumes in
the Broadview Editions series.

We anticipate that over the years the web-based
component of the anthology will continue to
grow—every year there will be a greater choice of web-
based texts in the anthology. And every year too we
anticipateadditional web “extras” (discussed below). But
we never foresee a day when the web will be the only
option; we expect physical books always to remain
central to Broadview’s approach to publishing.

THE BROADVIEW LIST
One of the reasons we have been able to bring a project

of this sort to fruition in such a relatively short time is
that we have been able to draw on the resources of the
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full Broadview list: the many titles in the Broadview
Editions series, and also the considerable range of other
Broadview anthologies. As the contributors’ pages and
the permissions acknowledgments pages indicate, a
number of Broadview authors have acted as contributing
editors to this volume, providing material from other
volumes that has been adapted to suit the needs of the
present anthology; we gratefully acknowledge their
contribution.

As it has turned out, the number of cases where we
have been able to draw on the resources of the
Broadview listin the full sense, using in these pages texts
and annotations in very much the same form in which
they appear elsewhere, has been relatively small; whether
because of an issue such as the level of textual modern-
ization or one of style of annotation, we have more
often than notended up deciding that the requirements
of this anthology were such that we could not use
material from another Broadview source as-is. But even
in these cases we often owe a debt of gradtude to the
many academics who have edited outstanding editions
and anthologies for Broadview. For even where we have
not drawn directly from them, we have often been
inspired by them— inspired to think of a wider range of
texts as possibilities than we might otherwise have done,
inspired to think of contextual materials in places where
we might otherwise not have looked, inspired by the
freshness of approach that so many of these titles
exemplify.

EDITORIAL PROCEDURES AND CONVENTIONS,
APPARATUS

The in-house set of editorial guidelines for The Broad-
view Anthology of British Literature now runs to over 40
pages, covering everything from conventions for the
spacing of marginal notes, to the use of small caps for
the abbreviations CE and BCE, to the approach we have
adopted to references in author headnotes to name
changes. Perhaps the most important core principle in
the introductions to the various volumes, in the head-
notes for each author, in the introductions in “Con-
texts” sections, and in annotations throughout the
anthology, is to endeavor to provide a sufficientamount
of information to enable students to read and interpret

these texts, but without making evaluative judgements
or imposing particular interpretations. In practice that
is all a good deal more challenging than it sounds; it is
often extremely difficult to describe why a particular
author is considered to be important without using
language that verges on the interpretive or the evalua-
tive. But it is fine line that we have all agreed is worth
trying to walk; we hope that readers will find that the
anthology achieves an appropriate balance.

ANNOTATION: It is also often difficult to make judg-
ments as to where it is appropriate to provide an explan-
atory annotation for a word or phrase. Our policy as
been to annotate where we feel it likely that most first-
or second-year students are likely to have difficulty
understanding the denotative meaning. (We have made
ita practice not to provide notes discussing connotative
meanings.) But in practice the vocabularies and levels of
verbal facility offirst- and second-year students may vary
enormously, both from institution to institution and
within any given college or university class. On the
whole, we provide somewhat more annotation than our
competitors, and somewhat less interpretation. Again,
we hope that readers will find that the anthology has
struck a appropriate balance.

THE ETHICS AND POLITICS OF ANNOTATION: On one
issue regarding annotation we have felt that principles
are involved that go beyond the pedagogical. Most
anthologies of British literature allow many words or
phrases of a racist, sexist, anti-Semitic, or homophobic
nature either to pass entirely without comment, or to be
glossed with apologist comments that leave the impres-
sion that such comments were excusable in the past,and
may even be unobjectionable in the present. Where
derogatory comments about Jewish people and money-
lending are concerned, for example, anthologies often
leave the impression that money-lending was a pretty
unsavory practice that Jewish people entered by choice;
it has been all too rare to provide readers with any sense
of the degree to which English society consistently
discriminated against Jews, expelling them entirely for
several centuries, requiring them to wear physical marks
identifying their Jewish status, prohibiting them from
entering most professions, and so on. The Broadview



Anthology endeavors in such cases, first of all, not to
allow such words and phrases to pass without comment;
and second, to gloss without glossing over.

DATES: We make ita practice to include the date when
a work was first made public, whether publicaton in
print or, in the case of dramatic works, made public
through the first performance of the play. Where that
date is known to differ substantially from the date of
composition, a note to this effect is included in paren-
theses. With medieval works, where there is no equiva-
lent to the “publication” of later eras, where texts often
vary greatly from one manuscript copy to another, and
where knowledge as to date of original composition is
usually imprecise, the date that appears at the end of
each work is an estimate of the date of the work’s origin
in the written form included in the anthology. Earlier
oral or written versions are of course in some cases real
possibilities.

TEXTS: Where translations appear in this anthology, a
note at the bottom of the first page indicates what trans-
lation is being used. Similar notes also address overall
textual issues where choice of copy text is particularly
significant. Reliable editions of all works are listed in the
bibliography for the anthology, which is included as part
of the website component rather than in the bound
books, to facilitate ready revision. (In addition to infor-
mation as to reliable editions, the bibliography provides
for each author and for each of the six periods a select lists
of important or useful historical and critical works.)
Copyright information for texts not in the public do-
main, however, is provided within the bound books in a
section listing Permissions Acknowledgments.

INTRODUCTIONS: In addition to the introductory
headnotes for each author included in the anthology,
each “Contexts” section includesa substantial introduc-
tion, and each volume includes an introduction to the
period as a whole. These introductions to the six vol-
umes of the anthology endeavor to provide a sense not
only of the broad picture of literary developmentsin the
period, but also of the historical, social, and political
background, and of the cultural climate. Readers should
be cautioned that, while there is inevitably some overlap
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between information presented here and information
presented in the author headnotes, an effort has been
made to avoid such repetition as much as possible; the
general introduction to each period should thus be read
in conjunction with the author headnotes. The general
introductions aim not only to provide an overview of
ways in which texts and authors included in these pages
may connect with one another, but also to give readers
a sense of connection with a range of other writers and
texts of the period.

READINGPOETRY: For much of the glossary and for the
“Reading Poetry” section that appears as part of the
appendices to each volume we have drawn on the superb
material prepared by Herbert Rosengarten and Amanda
Goldrick-Jones for The Broadview Anthology of Poetry;
this section provides a concise but comprehensive
introduction to the study of poetry. It includes discus-
sions of diction, imagery, poetic figures, and various
poetic forms, as well as offering an introduction to
prosody.

MAPS: Also appearing within each of the bound books
are maps especially prepared for this anthology, includ-
ing, for each volume, a map of Britain showing towns
and features of relevance during the pertinent period; a
map showing the counties of Britain and of Ireland;
maps both of the London area and of the inner city; and
world maps indicating the locations of some of the
significant places referenced in the anthology, and for
later volumes showing the extent of Britain’s overseas
territories.

GLOSSARY: Some other anthologies of British literature
include both glossaries of terms and essays introducing
students to various political and religious categories in
British history. Similar information is included in 7he
Broadview Anthology of British Literature, but we have
adopted a more integrated approach, including political
and religious terms along with literary ones in a conve-
nient general glossary. While we recognize that “goog-
ling” for information of this sort is often the student’s
first resort (and we recognize too the value of searching
the web for the wealth of background reference informa-
tion available there), we also recognize that information
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culled from the Internet is often far from reliable; it is
our intent, through this glossary, through our introduc-
tions and headnotes, and through the wealth of accessi-
ble annotation in the anthology, to provide as part of
the anthology a reliable core of information in the most
convenient and accessible form possible.

OTHER MATERIALS: A chart of Monarchs and Prime
Ministers is also provided within these pages. A range of
other adjunct materials may be accessed through 7he
Broadview Anthology of British Literature website. “Texts

and Contexts” charts for each volume provide a
convenient parallel reference guide to the dates of
literary texts and historical developments. “Money in
Britain” provides a thumbnail sketch of the world of
pounds, shillings, and pence, together with a handy
guide to estimating the current equivalents of monetary
values from earlier eras. And the website offers, too, a
variety of aids for the student and the instructor. An up-
to-date list of these appears on the site.
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THE AGE OF ROMANTICISM

erhaps more than any other era in English history,
P the Romantic period expressed its ongoing evolution
in its clothing. When the artistic, literary, and political
changes that are usually associated with Romanticism
began in the 1780s, the heavy and elaborate costumes of
the eighteenth century still prevailed, constricting their
wearers into a rigid formality mirrored in the contem-
poraneous social and aesthetic structures. In the years
surrounding the French Revolution, heady with the
possibility of greater freedom, these stiff garments gave
way to loose, flowing dresses for women, cut from
muslins and patterned cottons that had been rendered
relatively inexpensive by increasing British Imperial
control in the East and by technological advances in
weaving in Britain itself. During the same period local

Morning dress, c. 1800.

militiamen, sporting gorgeous military uniforms,
demonstrated both Britain’s growing national pride and
its persistent fear of French invasion. By the time the
Romantic period drew to a close in the mid-1830s, these
looser fashions and glittering uniforms had themselves
been superseded by the tightly-laced corsets, salt-and-
pepper trousers, and bell skirts heavily supported by
hoopsand petticoats that are now inextricably associated
with English Victorianism.

Ball Dress, c. 1800.
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Richard Dighton, George “Beau” Brummell, 1805.
Brummell, the leading “dandy” of the age, brought into
fashion a new style of dress coat, pantaloons, and black
evening dress for men. Brummell was fastidious about
cleanliness as well as clothing, but denounced perfume
for men and any form of showy display.

Asthe combination of freedom and militarism expressed
in Romantic fashions suggests, the fifty years between
the French Revolution and the reign of Queen Victoria
were neither historically simple nor culturally straight-
forward. Despite its seeming cohesiveness and unity, the
Romantic period was a complex nexus of revolution and
conservatism, of bold iconoclasm and hidebound
conventionality.

Revolutions played a central role in shaping the
Romantic period—and continue to shape our percep-
tions of it. The form and structure of the British Ro-
mantic era, and of the concept “Romanticism” itself,
have changed radically in recent decades. What in the
mid-twentieth century was seen as a literary period

centered on five or six major poets, all male, and a select
number of prose writers, also all male, has gradually
come to be seen as an era in which writers and thinkers
of different genders, beliefs, and social backgrounds all
contributed to shaping their era. Whereas students once
covered British Romantic poetry by reading only
William Blake, William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, Lord Byron, Percy Shelley, and John Keats
(collectively known as “The Big Six”), they now also
hear the voices of Mary Robinson, Anna Letitia Bar-
bauld, Felicia Hemans, and Letitia Landon—all re-
spected and popular in their day but largely unstudied
until recently. Whereas reading Romantic prose non-
fiction once meant for the most part reading Coleridge,
Charles Lamb, and William Hazlitt, students now
explore the proto-feminist writing of Mary Wollstone-
craft, the didactic prose of Hannah More and Maria
Edgeworth, and myriad others. The prose fiction of the
period (aside from a nod or two acknowledging Jane
Austen and Sir Walter Scott) was once given short
shrift, and the drama even less. Nowadays Mary Shel-
ley’s novels—particularly Frankenstein and The Last
Man—receive at least as much critical attention as do
the works of her spouse, with Frankenstein probably
being read more widely than any other single work of
the Romantic period; Austen’s works are now seen to
hold a central position in the history of the novel; and
the work of other writers of fiction—from William
Godwin to Mary Hays, Amelia Opie, Mary Robinson,
and Charlotte Smith—has been much more fully and
more favorably assessed. In the study of drama a similar
if less marked shift has occurred, with the importance of
the work of Hannah Cowley, Elizabeth Inchbald and
Joanna Baillie, as well as that of Percy Shelley and of
Byron, being newly recognized.

If recent decades have brought a substantial shift in
the empbhasis placed on various authors in the study of
the Romantic period, they have also brought a shift in
the way the period as a whole is perceived. Whereas
Romantic literature in English was once discussed far
more with reference to nature and to the imagination
than it was with reference to politics or to ideology, a
broader perspective is now almost universally acknow-
ledged as essential to a comprehensive understanding of
the period. At the same time, it is still almost universally



accepted that the Romantic mind-set and the literary
works it produced were shaped, above all, by the French
Revolution and the Industrial Revolution.

For Romanticism, the French Revolution was
epoch-making. When the Bastille fell on 14 July 1789
and the French National Assembly issued its demo-
cratic, anti-monarchical Declaration of the Rights of Man
and Citizen on August 27 of the same year, it seemed to
the people of Great Britain, a mere twelve miles across
the Channel, that a new dawn was on the horizon. For
liberals and for many authors, artists, and intellectuals,
this dawn was a rosy one, promising not only greater
equality and better government in France itself, butalso
the beginning of a thoroughgoing transformation of the
world. Mary Robinson’s “Ainsi Va Le Monde” (1791)
provides a vivid sense of the degree to which a fervent
faith in and enthusiasm for freedom knew no bounds in
the breasts of many writers of the time:

Hark! “Freedom” echoes thro’ the vaulted skies.
The goddess speaks! O mark the blest decree,—
Tyrants Shall Fall—Triumphant Man Be Free!

Wordsworth, present in France during the early days
of the Revolution, famously wrote of it later, “Bliss was
itin that dawn to be alive!”, while his friend and fellow
poet Robert Southey recalled that “a visionary world
seemed to open ... [N]othing was dreamt of but regen-
eration of the human race.” Mary Wollstonecraft, who
had recently published A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman, moved to Paris in 1792, also inspired by revo-
lutionary idealism. The Revolution became a central
metaphor in the works of William Blake, and a central
psychological influence on all the first generation
Romantic writers.

The younger generation too, particularly Byron and
Shelley, were stirred by revolutionary fervor. What these
poets hoped for, however was a continuation of the
spiritof the French Revolution. For, in actuality, Words-
worth’s new dawn soon darkened into a terrible thun-
derstorm and a rain of blood. In August of 1792, the
leaders of the Revolution overthrew the French monar-
chy, and a month later a Paris mob massacred more than
a thousand prisoners whom they believed to be royalist
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conspirators. Extremist Jacobins' now prevailed over
more moderate Girondins, and the Revolution turned
into the Reign of Terror (1793-94). In January 1793,
King Louis XVI went to the guillotine; Marie Antoi-
nette followed him in October. France declared war on
Britain in 1793, and Britain reciprocated. As the terror
progressed under the guidance of Maximilien Robes-
pierre, thousands of aristocrats, clergy, and alleged
opponents of the Revolution were guillotined including,
eventually, Robespierre himself. In 1794 France offered
to support any and all revolutions abroad, and then
proceeded to invade its neighbors. In 1799, Napoleon
had himself named First Consul for life, and in 1804 he
crowned himself Emperor. When he invaded the
Iberian Peninsula in 1807, Britain intervened to aid the
Spanish and Portuguese: what became known as the
Napoleonic Wars did not end until Napoleon was
thoroughly routed at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815.

What had begun as a movement for democracy,
then, had become a military dictatorship. Looking back
from a distance of twenty-four years, Byron wrote that
the French made themselves a fearful monument:

The wreck of old opinions ...
... the veil they rent
And what behind it lay all earth shall view.
But good with ill they also overthrew,
Leaving but ruins, wherewith to rebuild
Upon the same foundation, and renew
Dungeons and thrones ... (Childe Harold 3.82)
The Revolution’s promise of freedom died in a
frenzy of oppression, destruction, violence, and imperi-
alism, and many of Britain’s intellectuals watched in
horror, gradually turning from bold liberalism to a
cautious conservatism they saw as both pragmatic and
necessary. To use the political terminology that first
developed out of the seating arrangements in the French
National Constituent Assembly in 1789, they moved
from the left of center to the right of center; Words-
worth, Coleridge, and Southey, all radical thinkers in
their youth, were firm conservatives by the end of their

' Throughout the Romantic period the terms “Jacobin” and “anti-
Jacobin” were employed to describe those in sympathy with and
those opposed to revolutionary ideals of the sort that had been
promulgated during the French Revolution.



XXXVl BROADVIEW ANTHOLOGY OF BRITISH LITERATURE

& o ke
S

% 7

William Heath, The Battle of Waterloo (detail), 1815. British infantrymen to the right are firing into the ranks of the
French cavalry. The full battle involved approximately 75,000 French troops under Napoleon; the Duke of Wellington
commanded an allied force of well over 100,000. The casualties totaled over 50,000—60 per cent of them French.

lives. Others—such as Barbauld—remained politically
on the left, but became disillusioned both by the course
that revolution had taken in France and by the failure of
the British to embrace the principles of freedom.
Barbauld surveyed what seemed to her a decadent and
oppressive England in “Eighteen Hundred and Eleven”
—“The worm is in thy core, thy glories pass
away’—and Shelley despaired in “England in 1819” at
“Rulers who neither see nor feel nor know, / But leech-
like to their fainting country cling.”

The British government’s response to the develop-
ments in France had been swift and repressive. In 1794
they suspended the right of habeas corpus, which
required the state to show legitimate cause forimprison-
ment and to carry out trials in a timely manner. As a
result, those accused of crimes could be held for an
indefinite period. In 1795, Parliament passed the
Treasonable Practices Act, which made criticism of the
government a crime; in the same year it passed an act
that limited the size of public meetings and the places in

which they could be held. The Combinaton Acts of
1799 and 1800 forbade workers to associate for the
purposes of collective bargaining. To enforce all these
restrictive measures, the government set loose a herd of
spies, many of whom acted as agents provocateurs,
infiltrating liberal and radical groups and prompting
them to commit criminal acts they otherwise might not
have committed. In at least one important case, that of
the Cato Street Conspiracy of 1820 (a scheme to
murder cabinet ministers and stage a government coup),
these government agents first urged on and then ex-
posed conspirators who were punished with hanging or
with transportation to Australia. In Scotland and
Ireland, authoritarianism could be even more severe,
particularly since rebellion there required no instigating:
in 1798, the United Irishmen, led by Theobald Wolfe
Tone and Lord Edward Fitzgerald and assisted by
French forces, attempted a country-wide uprising to
achieve complete Irish independence. The rebellion
ended in failure, and the oppression of the Irish under



British rule became more strongly entrenched than ever.
If the French Revolution and the 22 years of war
with France that followed produced ruinous govern-

T.W. Huffram, Theobald Wolfe Tone,
date unknown.
Tone is shown in French uniform.

James Gillray, United Irishmen in Training, 1798. The
famous English caricaturist here portrays the Irish as
cruel buffoons; they are assaulting a British uniform
stuffed with straw.
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ment authoritarianism, they also acted to create for the
first time a widespread and shared sense among British
citizens that England, Wales, Scotland and, to a lesser
extent, Ireland, formed one cohesive nation: Great
Britain. Scotland had been linked to England by the
Union of 1707, while union with Ireland, which had
been firmly under English control since the time of
Cromwell, was made official with the Act of Union in
1800. The wars with France allowed the English people
to see themselves as leading a larger body defending
liberty and freedom (even if that liberty and freedom
were now, ironically, defined by a conservative authori-
tarian mind-set). At the same time, the wars raised very
real threats of invasion—there were scares in 1778,
1796-98, and 1803, and Wales was actually invaded in
1797. As so often happens, threats from without acted
to foster cohesion within. Foreign travel was out of the
question for all but the very rich or the very brave; Great
Britain turned inward and discovered itself, instead. Sir
Walter Scott’s collection of folk-songs and ballads,
Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border (1802—03), Thomas
Moore’s Irish Melodies (1807—-34), and Felicia Hemans’s
Welsh Melodies (1822), all gave their readers a sense of
the nation’s rich past, while at the same time celebrating
the blend of cultures that went into making up Great
Britain. Regional poets such as Robert Burns and John
Clare gave proud voice to those cultures, so that the
individual nations which made up the one great nation
were simultaneously celebrated in and recognized as
within the British fold. Long poetical works such as
John Thelwall's The Hope of Albion; or Edwin of
Northumbria (1801) expanded the sense of an epic
British mythology, while collections such as Hemans’s
Tales and Historic Scenes (1819), a celebration of military
valor, fostered a sense of pride in present-day accom-
plishments.

The sense of a larger Britain, though, did nothing to
lessen the belief among the English that England was
specifically and even divinely favored. Such notions
were perhaps given their most memorable, if also most
ambivalent, expression in the opening to William
Blake’s “Preface” to Milton (1804), in which ancient
England is linked with Christ:
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And did those feet in ancient time
Walk upon England’s mountain’s green?
And was the Holy Lamb of God

On England’s pleasant pastures seen?
And did the countenance divine

Shine forth upon our clouded hills?!

Although Blake leaves it up to his reader to deter-
mine whether the answer to these rhetorical questions is
yes or no, the stanza that follows explicidy figures
England as a land worthy to be the new Jerusalem (if
only sometime in the future):

I will not cease from mental fight,
Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand,
Till we have built Jerusalem

In England’s green and pleasant land.

Between these invocations of the divine in Britain,
however, Blake inserts an insidious question, and one
that began to plague English writers and citizens more
and more as the Romantic period progressed: “was
Jerusalem builded here/Among these dark Satanic
mills?” The phrase “dark Satanic mills” has become the
most famous description of the force at the center of the
industrial revolution. Even as the French Revolution
changed the consciousness of the British people, this
other revolution in their own country had as much
impact on them as did any conflagration abroad.

Beginningin the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
the British Isles, and England in particular, had been
undergoing wholesale changes in economic structure.
The pace of change increased dramatically as the eigh-
teenth century progressed. From being a largely rural

Thomas Girtin, Westminster from Lambeth, c. 1800.
Girtin’s watercolor was one of a series of sketches for a panorama of London (now lost).

' And did those feet ... clouded hills The opening two stanzas (a
total of 16 lines) were set to music by Charles H.H. Parry in 1916;
under the title “Jerusalem,” these verses have become an unofficial
national anthem for the English.



nation with a largely agricultural economy, Britain
became an urban nation with an economy based in
manufacturing. James Watt’s refinement of the steam
engine, and James Hargreaves’s invention of the Spin-
ning Jenny (a machine that allowed cotton to be woven
on several spindles simultaneously) are only the most
famous of a host of changes that produced a boom in
industrialization. Factories sprang up in what had once
been countryside: the populatons of towns and cities,
particularly those associated with manufacture, swelled.
At the beginning of the 1770s, about a quarter of
England’s population lived in urban centers, but by
1801 that proportion had risen to one third, and by the
1840s half of the English population resided in cities. In
1750, the total English population was roughly 5.5
million; by the time of the first census in 1800, it had
grown to 8 million, while the population of Scotland
and Ireland totaled more than 6.5 million. By 1831, the
total population of Great Britain was thus approxi-
mately 14 million. This increase fueled the Industrial
Revolution from both ends, supplying more consumers
eager to acquire goods and more able bodies to work in
factories that produced those goods.

Industrialization also contributed to an important
shift in the country’s social structure. The paradigm of
classes and ranks that placed the nobility at the top with
everyone else keeping to their places beneath had begun
to change as early as the seventeenth century, as those
involved in business and commerce grew wealthy
enough to exert power of their own. The process was
greatly accelerated in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries as more and more factory owners
and other men of business (they were exclusively male)
amassed larger and larger fortunes. Still, the road that
led from newly acquired wealth to social acceptance
remained a long and circuitous one. An inherited
fortune stemming from longstanding ownership of large
amounts of land (and the rents thereby produced)
remained the most respectable form of wealth. To
possess a good deal of money as a result not of belonging
to the “landed gentry” but rather of having amassed it
through commercial activity was considered more than
faintly disreputable. It might take two or three genera-
tions before the taint of anyone in the family having
been “in trade” (a term applied to industrialists as much
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TREVITHICKS,
PORTABLE STEAM ENGINE.

}i(-:-ialnic al Power Subduing
Animal Speed .

Ilustration of an early locomotive engine, 1808.

as to tradesmen) was removed, and the source of the
family fortune forgotten. The social nuancesinvolved in
such transitions are vividly captured by Jane Austen, for
example, when she describes the Bingley sisters in Pride
and Prejudice:

They were rather handsome, had been educated in
one of the first private seminaries in town, had a
fortune of twenty thousand pounds, were in the
habit of spending more than they ought, and of
associating with people of rank; and were therefore
in every respect entitled to think well of themselves,
and meanly of others. They were of a respectable
family in the north of England; a circumstance more
deeply impressed on their memories than that their
brother’s fortune and their own had been acquired

by trade.

Fine gradations of respectability attached to every
occupation, with social position often at odds with
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George and L.R. Cruikshank, Sporting a Toe at Almacks, 1821. Many clubs were restricted to men; Almack’s was an exclusive

London club controlled by a group of society women. During “the season” a fashionable ball was held at Almack’s every week.

financial circumstances. Members of the clergyand their
families, for instance, though sometimes impecunious,
were generally respected. Whether members of the
gentry or born into the working class, they often moved
in elevated social circles. Physicians, defined as those
medical men who had a degree from a university, could
sometimes move in the “best circles” in a community,
although apothecaries and surgeons, who gained their
knowledge through apprenticeship, could not.

Even the Romantic literary world reflects the in-
creased social mobility possible in the period. John
Keats, for example, was the son of a stable keeper who
had increased his financial standing by marrying the
daughter of the stable owner. Keats trained as a surgeon-
apothecary (a job that combined the duties of present-
day pharmacist, general pracdtioner, and surgeon), but
at the age of 18 he came into an inheritance and de-

voted himself entirely to literature. He wrote to a friend
that he thoughthe would “be among the English poets”
after his death, and as it turned out, no social barriers
could prevent that from occurring. Similarly, Samuel
Taylor Coleridge, a parson’s son who attended a Lon-
don charity school as a child, ended his life lauded and
respected as “The Sage of Highgate.”

The Industrial Revolution may have increased social
mobility, and certainly it allowed goods to be produced
more efficiently. But it also devastated large portions of
England’s underclasses, the agricultural laborers and
peasants who had benefited, however slightly, from the
land-based economy that was passing away. Words-
worth’s reference in “Tintern Abbey” to “vagrant
dwellers in the houseless woods” describes a very real
phenomenon. In the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries, a series of Enclosure Acts resulted in



the conversion of formerly common land into large,
privately-held farms. The process of enclosure was not
new; it had been occurring since the late Middle Ages,
in response to populaton pressures and as Britain was
transformed first into a largely mercantle economy and
then into an industrial society. While enclosures did
often result in something of an increase in agricultural
production, they also often spelled ruin for thousands of
small farmers. Large landholders benefitted from their
enlarged acreage, but many of those who had heretofore
been able to eke out a living from a tiny patch of land
and sell their modest surpluses now lost all ability to
support themselves. These smallholders and their
families were forced either to labor for others for meager
wages, to migrate to the city and enter the manufactur-
ing workforce, or to turn to begging or thievery. Poor
harvests in 1794-95, 1799-1800, and 1810-11 wors-
ened the plight of the rural poor even further. The
proliferation of vandals, vagrants, and beggars in the
writing of this era reflected a growing social reality.

The leading literary figures of the day were for the
most part sympathetic to the plight of the poorin atime
of growing inequity, but beyond that held widely
divergentattitudes concerning these developments, and
concerning the commoners themselves. Barbauld was
one who sought to ameliorate the inequities that had
become so characteristic of English life; she cast a cold
eye on the power relations involved and had harsh
criticism for the privileged, butalso took an un-idealized
view of commoners, seeing them as prey to vice as much
as virtue, in reaction to the circumstances in which they
had been placed in through economic hardship, lack of
education, and so on. As she wrote in Thoughts on the
Inequality of Conditions (1800),

Power enables the indolent and the useless not only to
retain, but to add to their possessions, by taking from the
industrious the natural reward of their labour, and applying
it to their own use ... It is not sufficiently considered how
many virtues depend upon comfort, and cleanliness, and
decent apparel. Destroy dirt and misery, and you will
destroy at once a great many vices.

It is the very different approach of William Words-
worth, however, that has come to be seen as characteris-
tic of British Romanticism. Wordsworth’s focus was
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much less on the struggle to ameliorate conditions than
it was on the value of recognizing the worth inherent in
the hearts and minds of rural common folk—and the
poetic value that they represented. In the same year as
Barbauld wrote Thoughts on the Inequality of Conditions
Wordsworth expressed his ideals in this connection in
the 1800 “Preface” to Lyrical Ballads:

The principal object, then, proposed in these Poems
was to choose incidents and situations from com-
mon life ... Humble and rustic life was generally
chosen, because, in that condition, the essential
passions of the heart find a better soil in which they
can attain their maturity, are less under restraint,
and speak a plainer and more emphatic language;
because in that condition of life our elementary
feelings coexist in a state of greater simplicity, and,
consequently, may be more accurately contem-
plated, and more forcibly communicated; because
the manners of rural life germinate from those
elementary feelings, and, from the necessary charac-
ter of rural occupations, are more easily compre-
hended, and are more durable; and, lastly, because
in that condition the passions of men are incorpo-
rated with the beautiful and permanent forms of
nature.

Poems such as “Michael,” “The Ruined Cottage,” “Idiot
Boy” and “Resolution and Independence” represent
Wordsworth’s attempt to put those ideals into practice.
In “Resolution and Independence,” the poetencounters
an old, poor, itinerant leech-gatherer, and ends by
admiring “In that decrepit Man so firm a mind.”
Whereas Barbauld regarded theft as ajustifiable response
to the oppression of extreme poverty in an iniquitous
social system, Wordsworth pays homage to the old
leech-gatherer for earning an “honest maintenance”
despite the “many hardships” he must endure.

If the rural poor fared badly during these years, life
for the workers in the cities and the unemployed poor
was just as bad. In 1815, at the instigation of large land
holders who stood to benefit from high prices for grain,
the government passed the Corn Laws to institute a
substantial tariff on imports of grain from foreign
countries, making such imports much more expensive.
(“Corn” in Britain denotes grain, most commonly
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wheat; what North Americans call “corn” is referred to
in Britain as “maize.”) The effect of the tariff was to
protect British grain producers, and to inflate the price
of bread and other foodstuffs for the consumer. The
poor in the cities suffered particularly, and from 1815
until the Corn Laws were finally repealed in 1845 they
remained a lightning rod for political dissent.

A

MEMOIR

or

ROBERT BLINCOE,
an Orphan Bop;

SENT PROM THE WORKHOUSE OF ST. PANCEAS, LONDON,
AT SEVEN YEARS OF AGE,
To ENBURE
THE HORRORS OF A COTTON-MILL,
THROUGH HIF INFANCY AND YOOTH.

WITH A MINUTE DETAIL OF HIS SUFFERINGS.

THE FIRST MEMOIR OF THE/EIND PUBLISHED.

Br JOHN BROWN.

Fonhon ;
PRINTED AND PUBLISHED BY RICHARD CARLILE,
62, FLERT BTRERT.

Price One Shilling.

Title page, A Memoir of Robert Blincoe, first
published in 1828, re-issued in 1832. Demonstra-
tionsin 1832 and 1833 for factory reform frequently
cited the evidence of factory conditions that he had
provided, and Blincoe testified before the Royal
Commission that investigated the issue of child labor

in 1833.

Had conditions for the urban poor been better in
other respects, the Corn Laws might have had less
impact. The British government, however, assured by
Adam Smith’s highly influential work of economic

philosophy, The Wealth of Nations (1777), that the best
way to encourage national economic success was to leave
businesses free to grow without hindrance, for the most
part adopted a /laissez-faire approach to regulating
treatment of employees and working conditions during
this period. In practice, “laissez-faire” meant shifts of as
much as 15 hours at a stretch, often for very young
children. Wages were kept as low as manufacturers
could manage, and injuries were common; children
were the preferred workers for clearing jams in mecha-
nized looms, for example, and the frequent result was
the loss of the tiny fingers and hands that made them
ideal for the job. Workers” health was often ruined by
unsanitary working and living conditions (employers
often owned not only the factories, but the slums in
which their workers lived), and by unfettered pollution.

It is often assumed that the worst extremes of the
Industrial Revolution in Britain occurred during the
Victorian era, but by the time Victoria came to the
throne, Parliament had already been pressed to take a
succession of measures to restrict the abuse of children:
the largely ineffectual Health and Morals of Apprentices
Act (1802), the Regulation of Cotton Mills and Facto-
ries Act (1819), and the Act to Regulate the Labour of
Children and Young Persons in the Mills and Factories
of the United Kingdom (1833). Even after the passage
of this last, children as young as nine could be forced to
work nine hour days, and 13 year-olds to work 12 hour
days, but that represented a degree of improvement
from the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
Robert Blincoe, for example, an orphan raised in a
London workhouse and transported in 1799, at the age
of seven, to work in the Lowdham Mill near Notting-
ham, described his life at the mill to John Brown in
1829:

Blincoe heard the burring sound [of the machinery]
before he reached the portals and smelt the fumes of
the oil with which the axles of twenty-thousand
wheels and spindles were bathed the moment he
entered the doors. The noise appalled him, and the
stench seemed intolerable. It was the custom at
Lowdham Mills, as it is in most water mills, to make
the apprentices work up lost time [i.e., time when
the machines had been unable to run during regular
working hours], by working over hours ... When



children of seven years of age had to work fourteen
hours every day in the week, Sundays excepted, any
addition was severely felt ... Almost from the first
hour [Blincoe] entered the Mill, till he arrived at a
state of manhood, it was one continual round of
cruel and arbitrary punishment. ... I asked him if he
could state the average number of times in which he
might safely say he had suffered corporal punish-
ment in a week. His answer invariably was, that his
punishments were so various and so frequent, it was
impossible to state with anything approaching to
accuracy.... Supper consisted of milk-porridge, of a
very blue complexion [together with] bread partly
made of rye—very black, and so soft they could
scarcely swallow it, as it stuck like bird-lime to their

teeth.

If the Government addressed such outrages only
with reluctance (sometimes Parliamentary committees
looking into allegations would not hear any direct
testimony of the workers), many citizens found them
harder to ignore. Demonstrations of popular dissatisfac-
tion were frequent and took various forms. Luddites,
followers of the imaginary “General Ned Ludd,” at-
tacked and broke machinery during the years 1811-16,
sometimes to force concessions from their employersbut
sometimes to express their dissatisfaction with creeping
mechanization. After the bad harvests and the passage of
the Corn Laws in 1815, food riots occurred across the
country. Coercion Acts were passed in 1817 to try to
stifle dissent, but they provoked strong antagonism, and
both in London and in parts of Scotland some republi-
can groups advocated revolution. Farm workers staged
violent protests throughout the 1820s, that culminated
in mass barn-burning in 1830. Perhaps the mostfamous
popular uprising was the 1819 gathering of nearly a
hundred thousand mill workers at St. Peter’s Field, near
Manchester. A peaceful demonstration that ended with
an address to the crowd by the radical Henry “Orator”
Hunt (1773-1835), this gathering so alarmed the local
gentry that they sent drunken, armed militiamen to
break it up and arrest Hunt. The militiamen attacked
the crowd with their sabres when it jeered them, and the
ensuing melee left eleven dead, including one trampled
child, and more than four hundred injured, many from
sabre wounds.
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“Peterloo,” as it came to be dubbed by the radical
press, in reference to the British victory at Waterloo four
years earlier, was a seminal event in nineteenth-century
politics and economics. Parliament did nothing to
relieve the sufferings of these poor or the hundreds of
thousands like them, but rather strengthened its repres-
sive powers by passing the Six Acts at the end of 1819.
These Acts made it a crime to demonstrate; gave magis-
trates the power to enter private homes to search for
weapons; outlawed meetings of more than 50 people
unless all those attending a meeting were residents of the
parish in which the meeting was held (thus effectively
curtailing any kind of large gatherings); tightened the
guidelines on what could be considered blasphemous or
treasonous libel; and raised the newspaper tax, thus
effectively cutting the circulation of formerly inexpen-
sive radical newspapers. The Six Acts were so repugnant
to certain members of the liberal Whig party who would
later become powerful politicians that they led in the
long run to the liberal Reform Act of 1832. Thus, the
eventual result of the massacre was a measure of relief
from the extraordinarily repressive measures it had
spawned.

PovriticaL PARTIES AND ROYAL ALLEGIANCES

For most of this period, the upheavals among the lower
classes found little reflection in the English government,
where the Tories held sway from 1783-1830, with only
oneshortinterruption. The Tories were the conservative
party: they saw themselves as upholders of law and
tradition, determined to preserve the prevailing political
and social order. From 1793 to 1801, and again from
1804-1806, the Tories and the country were led by
Prime Minister William Pitt, whose fiscal restraint and
willingness to suppress political protest (sometimes with
open brutality) made him a hero to some but a villain to
many others. Pitt died in office in 1806, certainly of
overwork and probably of alcoholism; his last words
were either, “Oh, my country! how I leave my country!”
or “I think I could eat one of Bellamy's veal pies,”
depending on the source. The Tories continued in
power, on their own or in coalition, until 1830.

The Whigs, who remained the party of opposition
during this time, ranged themselves against the Tories as
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advocates of greater civil and religious liberty. In reality,
neither party would have been called “Liberals” or
“Democrats” by today’s standards, but the Whigs did
advocate the abolition of the slave trade, Catholic
emancipation (which would allow greater political
participation to Catholics, heretofore barred from a role
in government), and Parliamentary reform. From
1782-1806, the leader of the Whigs was the charismatic
Charles James Fox, gambler, gourmand, and political
colossus, whose political machinatdons made him as
many enemies as friends. Not until 1806, a year after
Fox’s death, would the Whigs participate in govern-
ment—and then for only a relatively short period, as
part of a coalition. They would not gain power in their
own right until 1830. They were then at last able to pass
the Reform Act of 1832 (also known as the Great
Reform Act), which extended voting rights to a broader
spectrum of propertied males,’ redistributed Parlia-
mentary seats, and brought significantly fairer political
representation.

While the politicians plotted and schemed, the British
Royal Family suffered its own difficulties. George III,
who had ascended the throne in 1760, embodied Tory-
ism both politically and personally: traditionalist, ponder-
ous, and domestic, he produced a large family, embraced
conservative politics, and allegedly liked to wander the
countryside incognito, chatting with farmers. In 1788,
however, he suffered a bout of mental illness that lasted
until early 1789. This illness, now believed to be the
result of the hereditary blood disease porphyria, reap-
peared in 1810, leaving him permanently insane. In
1811, when it became apparent that the King would not
recover, his eldest son was declared Regent.

Monarchs of the House of Hanover traditionally
clashed with their eldest sons, and George I1I and the
Prince who would become George IV were no different.
Bred to wait for his father to die, growing ever fatter (at
the end of his life he weighed more than 300 pounds),
the Regent was a stark contrast to his thrifty father. In
1787, when he was 25, his debts totaled more than
£160,000 (equivalent to about £8,000,000 today). He
lived with a Roman Catholic mistress whom he later

' The changes are estimated to have altered the composition of the
electorate to approximately one in seven males from fewer than one
in ten.
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Sir Thomas Lawrence, The Prince Regent in Profile, c.
1814. The Prince knighted Lawrence, the leading
English portraitist of the day, in 1815, saying that he
was “proud in conferring a mark of favor on one who
had raised the character of British art in the estimation
of all Europe.”

married, secretly and unconstitutionally, before aban-
doning her for a series of other mistresses. Later, to
secure relief from debts, he married his cousin Caroline
of Brunswick, a woman he found so totally and instantly
loathsome that his first words upon seeing her were, “I
am not well; pray get me a glass of brandy.” Although
they did manage to produce one daughter, Charlotte,
who later died in childbirth, the Prince and his wife
never lived together, and his attempt to divorce her after
his accession in 1820 was one of the great scandals of
the period.

George IV was not without redeeming virtues;
notably, he was a keen patron of the arts, particularly
architecture. In addition to a magnificent pavilion in
Brighton, he and his architects built Trafalgar Square,
modified and improved Buckingham House into



Buckingham Palace, and created parks, streets, and
crescents throughout London. He was an enthusiastic
reader and promoter of literature, as well as a generous
patron of the sciences, establishing several fellowships
and prizes. Nonetheless, the Prince became a figure of
increasing public contempt. Leigh Hunt described him
as “a libertine head over heels in debt and disgrace, a
despiser of domestic ties,” Percy Shelley called him, in
prose, an “overgrown bantling [infant],” and, in poetry,
“the dregs of [his] dull race.” When he died in 1830,
The Times wrote, “There never was an individual less
regretted by his fellow creatures than this dead King.”

Sir Thomas Lawrence, Caroline Amelia Elizabeth of
Brunswick, 1804 (detail).
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IMPERIAL EXPANSION

At the same time that Britain was experiencing its own
internal power struggles and upheavals, the nation was
expanding its presence around the globe. Throughout
the first half of the nineteenth century, Britain was well
on its way to forging the Empire that would reach full
flower in the Victorian period. The East India Com-
pany, founded by a group of London merchants in
1600, controlled most of Eastern India by 1765, and
thereafter continued to extend their administrative and
governmental control over the sub-continent. British
interest in China began in the late eighteenth century,
when Britain began to import the tea that would soon
become a staple of the British table, and rose throughout
the 1800s. Increased contact with (and domination of)
various parts of the Far East led to increased fascination
with its cultures, a fascination widely reflected in
literature. “Eastern” influence pervades the prose and
poetry of this period, from William Beckford’s novel
The History of the Caliph Vathek (1786), to Byron’s
Eastern Tales (1813-14), to Percy Shelley’s Alastor
(1816), where the protagonist makes his way

through Arabie

And Persia, and the wild Carmanian waste,

And o’er the aerial mountains which pour down
Indus and Oxus from their icy caves,

In joy and exultation [he] held his icy way,

Till in the vale of Cashmire ...

he stretched

His languid limbs.

Wearing her India cotton frock, sipping her tea from
Canton, coffee from Yemen, or chocolate from Mexico,
the English consumer of the Romantic period felt the
influence of imperial expansion not only in the com-
modities she purchased but in the pages she turned.
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]ames Gillray, Fashionable Contrasts, or the Duc/)es: thtle Sboe Yzeldzng to t/ae
Magnitude of the Duke’s Foot, 1792. At the time, the press had been fawning over
Princess Frederica Charlotte Ulrica Catherina, who had just married Frederick
Augustus, Duke of York; the daintiness of her feet had been particularly praised.

James Gillray, The Plum Pudding in Danger, 1805. Napoleon and British Prime Minister William
Pitt are shown carving up the globe, with Napoleon skewering Europe and Pitt helping himself to
the ocean. (1805 saw both the Battle of Trafalgar, at which the British under Lord Nelson
established dominance at sea; and the Battle of Austerlitz, at which Napoleon defeated Russian and
Austrian armies to cement his control of the Continent.)



But if the British Empire brought rewards to the
nation’s citizens, it all too often entailed exploitation

and horror in the colonies themselves. Chief amongst
these was the slavery that fueled the economy of the
British West Indies. The mass of sugar required to
sweeten Britain’s tea, coffee, and chocolate was culti-
vated, cut, and processed on these islands by slaves who
worked under inhuman conditions until they literally
wore out —at which point their white masters simply
purchased fresh replacements. Over the course of the
eighteenth century, British slavers transported some
three million slaves to the West Indies and other agricul-
tural colonies; the economic success of the port towns
Bristol and Liverpool was based in large part on the
important part they played in the English slave
trade—and the trade in sugar from plantations that
relied on slave labor. (At the start of the American
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Revolution, British imports from the largest sugar
plantation center, Jamaica, were worth five times more
than British imports from the 13 colonies.)

Arguably the strongest resistance to slavery in the
West Indies came from the slaves themselves. The
British invaded the formerly French island of Saint-
Dominique in 1793 in order to aid in the suppression of
a slave uprising led by Toussaint L’Ouverture, but
withdrew five years later, having sent more troops to the
West Indies over that period than they had sent to
America during the War of Independence. When a
subsequent effort by Napoleon also failed and the
former slaves founded the Republic of Haiti in 1804,
the message that emancipation was inevitable had
registered widely in Britain.

Emancipation was also spurred by a widespread and
effective protest movement within Britain. Between
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1787, when protests first began, and 1791, abolitonists
gathered 500 petitions against slavery from across
Britain. In all some 400,00 signatures were collected;
this was Britain’s first large-scale petition campaign. The
Abolitionist movement attracted support from Evangeli-
cals, from Whig politicians, and from radicals, and has
been described as the first British political movement in
the modern sense. Theleading figures in the movement
were abolitionists Thomas Clarkson, Granville Sharp,
and William Wilberforce, but it also drew considerable
support from the poets of the day, among them William
Cowper, Hannah More, William Blake, Mary Robin-
son, and Anne Cromarty Yearsley (whose A Poem on the
Inhumanity of the Slave Trade [1788] inveighed against
the very business that supported her home town of
Bristol), and Letitia Barbauld.

Central to the literature of the abolitionist move-
ment were books written by former slaves such as
Olaudah Equiano and Mary Prince, which laid out
plainly the horrors of a slave’s life and openly sought
sympathy and fellow-feeling from readers. In his autobi-
ography, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah
Equiano (1786), Equiano described conditions both in
West Indies and in America. As he observed with telling
effect, the system bred degradation for “free negroes” as
well as for slaves:

I have often seen slaves, particularly those who were
meagre, in different islands, put into scales and
weighed; and then sold from three pence to six
pence to nine pence a pound. My master, however,
whose humanity was shocked at this mode, used to
sell by the lump. And at or after a sale it was not
uncommon to see negroes taken from their wives,
wives taken from their husbands, and children from
their parents, and sent off to other islands, and
wherever else their merciless lords chose, and proba-
bly never more during life to see each other! ...

[Free negroes] live in constant alarm for their
liberty; and even this is but nominal, for they are
universally insulted and plundered without the
possibility of redress; for such is the equity of West
Indian laws, that no free negro’s evidence will be
admitted in their courts of justice.

Accounts such as these, coupled with a determined
and prolonged campaign and with the effects of the

growth of the Asian sugar trade, led to the abolition of
the slave trade in 1806-7, and (following another
uprising, this time in Jamaica in 1831-32) to an Act in
1833 that provided for the full abolition of slavery. The
persecution of blacks by whites, however, continued
both in the West Indies and throughout the British
Empire.

Noticeably absent from the list of abolitionist writers
are several of the leading names of English Romantic
poetry. Wordsworth,! Coleridge, Byron, Shelley and
Keats were in general all sympathetic with the aims of
the abolitionist movement, and Coleridge in particular
spoke out strongly both against slavery itself and against
the maintenance of the slave trade, memorably writing
that “a slave is a person perverted into a thing,” and
slavery not so much “a deviation from justice as an
absolute subversion of all morality.” It has been plausi-
bly suggested that some major works of Romantic
poetry (notably Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner” and Keats’s “Lamia”) may usefully be read in
relation to the slave trade. But directly pressing for the
abolition of slavery through verse in the manner of
Cowper, Robinson, and Yearsley was never a significant
part of their poetic agenda.

Tue RoMmaNnTIC MIND AND ITS LITERARY
PropucTIONS

It is not surprising that in a world overwhelmingly
concerned with change, revolution, and freedom, the
makers of literature should be similarly preoccupied; as
discussed above, the French Revolution and its after-
math lent vital force to the Romantic impulse. That
force, though, was not exerted on all the literary minds
in the Romantic era with equal force, or in quite the
same direction. For several of the leading figures of
English Romanticism, the freedom that animated the
poetic imagination was only tangentially related to the
collectivist enterprise that the revolution in France had
represented. Instead, it was very much an individual

' The Prelude Wordsworth admitted that in the 1790s “this
particular strife had wanted power / To rivet my affections.” He did
write two sonnets (one to Clarkson, one to Toussaint L’Ouverture)
in 1807, the year in which abolition of the slave trade was accom-

plished.



freedom; the freeing of the individual mind and the
individual soul took pride of place. Subjective experi-
ence and the role that it played in the individual’s
response to and experience of reality are dominant
themes in the works of the Romantics. Wordsworth’s
“Ode: Intimations of Immortality” surveys what be-
comes of the “heaven-born freedom” with which every
individual who enters the world is born. Percy Shelley’s
Mont Blanc is an extended exploration of power and
creativity, and Keats’s Odes continually express their
author’s fascination with the connection between
physical experience and the individual human imagina-
tion. In Byron, subjectivity, creativity, and
epistemological questing all find expression in a series of
heroes for whom the power of the Will is a central
concern. The question of what it means to be an indi-
vidual looms large in the works of all these authors.

Nature became a fulcrum in the balancing of
subjective and objective in the Romantic construction
of reality; most of the period’s leading writers remained
preoccupied with the relationship between the natural
world and the individual mind. Percy Shelley appealed
to the wind, “Make me thy lyre, even as the forest is,”
and in “Tintern Abbey” Wordsworth recognized nature
as

The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse
The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul
Of all my moral being.

This commingling of self and nature was at least in part
an expression of the late eighteenth- and early nine-
teenth-century tendency to see the natural world in
opposition to the human world. In the same poem, for
example, Wordsworth describes himself as coming to
nature

more like a man
Flying from something that he dreads than one
Who sought the thing he loved.

Less frequently did poets of the Romantic period
comment on the relationship between humans and
nature as an objective reality. The focus was much more
often on what non-human nature had to offer to the
individual human soul than on how humans in aggre-
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gate were reshaping the natural world. Barbauld was one
who saw the latter clearly; in her grim survey of England
in “Eighteen Hundred and Eleven” she described how

Science and Art urge on the useful toil,

New mould a climate and create the soil, ...
On yielding Nature urge their new demands,
And ask not gifts but tribute at her hands.

Such clear-eyed observations of human manipula-
tion of nature were few and far between, however.

The importance of the subjective sense of reality to
the Romantic imagination also comes out clearly in the
widespread fascination in the period with the visions
experienced in dreams, in nightmares, and other altered
states. The question Keats poses at the end of “Ode to
a Nightingale”— “Was it a vision, or a waking dream?”
—is of a sort that occurs frequently in the literature of
Romanticism. Among the many works of the period
that touch on this theme are Coleridge’s fragment
“Kubla Khan” (which he claimed came to him during a
drug-induced sleep); Keats’s visionary The Fall of
Hyperion: A Dream; Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (the
story of which came to her in a dream, and in which
Victor Frankenstein acquires the habit of taking “every
night a small quantity of laudanum” in order to “gain
the rest necessary for the preservation of life”); and De
Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium Eater.

In the work of women writers of the period, interest
in the individual and the mind often took different
forms from those that engaged the interest of male
writers. Many were concerned with education: Hannah
More produced a series of Cheap Repository Tracts
designed to enlighten the poor, while Maria Edgeworth
gained fame as a children’s writer and educationalist.
Mary Wollestonecraft authored not only her famous
Vindication of the Rights of Woman, but also Thoughts on
the Education of Daughters (1787) and The Female
Reader (1772). The Romantic period abounded in
outspoken female writers who engaged with the issues of
their day and sought to make a difference in their world.
In their own time, however, such authors were often
derided as “bluestockings,” unnatural women who
revealed their prudishness through their interest in
intellectual pursuits. In their own day the writings of
these authors made little if any difference to the social,
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Canto 2 of Sir Walter Scott’s long poem The Lay of the Last Minstrel (1805): “If thou would’st view
fair Melrose aright, / Go visit it by the pale moonlight.”



legal, and economic position of women, who remained
little more than property in the eyes of the law for many
more years. But over the longer term their impact was
considerable; Wollstonecraft and the Bluestockings laid
the intellectual foundations for the social and political
progress of women that would slowly be achieved over
the next 200 years and more.

It would be a mistake to think of women writers of
the Romantic period as solely concerned with women’s
rights and with the stereotypical “female arenas” of
education and religion, however. Much of the writing
by women in this period is as rich, strong, and plangent
as anything produced by their male counterparts. Mary
Robinson, for example—famous first as an actress and
mistress of the Prince of Wales, then asa successful poet
and novelist—earned the admiration of both Words-
worth and Coleridge (who called her “an undoubted
genius”), and preceded them in the writing of poetry
concerned with the poor and disenfranchised. In her
Elegiac Sonners (1784), Charlotte Smith displayed all the
power, control, and skill at incisive self-examination that
has come to be associated with the male Romantics.
Poet Felicia Hemans rivaled (indeed, perhaps surpassed)
Byron in popularity. Playwright Joanna Baillie, famous
for producing works that, as she put it, “delineate the
progress of the higher passions in the human breast,”
was considered by Walter Scott to be “the best dramatic
writer since the days of Shakespeare.”

One area of common ground for almost all Roman-
tic writers, male and female, was a strong interest in the
“Imagination,” the creative power by which an individ-
ual took the raw material of the physical world and
transformed it into art. Although “Imagination” was
recognized as being distinct from religious inspiration,
descriptions of imaginative or poetic power often took
on strong religious overtones, as in Blake’s assertion that
“One Power alone makes a Poet—Imagination The
Divine Vision.” Coleridge, Blake, and Wordsworth were
all deeply invested in the notion of the poet as vates, or
prophet. And the imagination was seen as invested with
moral as well as prophetic power. Like earlier ages (but
unlike our own), the Romantics saw the realms of the
aesthetic and the moral as being closely bound up with
each other. But whereas earlier ages had tended to see
literature as expressing truths emanating from elsewhere,

THE AGE oF ROMANTICISM LI

and to see the ethical element ofliterature as inhering in
its ability to illustrate virtues and vices, and point out
moral lessons, the leading Romantics tended to locate
the moral element not only of literature but of life itself
in the imagination, and tended to see the imagination as
embodying truth as well as morality. “The great instru-
ment of moral good,” wrote Shelley in his Defense of
Poetry, “is the imagination,” while Keats proclaimed that
“what the imagination seizes as beauty must be the
truth.”' More broadly, a belief took root among poets
(the great male Romantic poets in particular) that the
aestheticand imaginative truths of poetry were possessed
of a transcendent status, a status that placed such
insights above the historical or scientific truths of the
ordinary world.

Another of the several oppositions that animates the
literature of the Romantic period is that between sense
and sensibility—a tension with parallels to that between
reason and emotion in the intellectual landscape of any
age, but also one possessing elements particular to the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. In this
era the terms “sentiment,” “sentimentality,” “sentimen-
talism” and “sensibility” were all widely used (and to
some extent overlapped in meaning), but none more so
than “sensibility.” The concept of “sensibility” entailed
strong emotional responsiveness—Ilife and literary work
animated by powerful feeling. Indeed, it was frequently
associated with emotional excess: when Jane Austen
describes Marianne’s “excess of sensibility” in Sense and
Sensibility, she is using the notion of sensibility in ways
that would have been familiar to any late eighteenth- or
early nineteenth-century reader:

She was sensible and clever; but eager in every thing;
her sorrows, her joys, could have no moderation.
She was generous, amiable, interesting: she was
every thing but prudent. The resemblance between
her and her mother was strikingly great. Elinor saw,
with concern, the excess of her sister’s sensibility;
but by Mrs. Dashwood it was valued and cherished.

' Keats’s notion of the value of “negative capability—that is, when

aman is capableof being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without
any irritable reaching after fact and reason,” destabilizes in interest-
ing ways the connections that he and other Romantics drew between
morality and the imagination, and between the imagination and
truth.
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It may well be that most educated Britons of the
period privileged sense over sensibility in very much the
way that Austen appears to do. But it is also true that
the feelings associated with the Romantic sensibil-
ity—above all, as they were expressed in poetry—
became the de-fining passionsof the age. And the poetry
of sensibility carried intellectual as well as aesthetic
force; for a considerable period itstood in the vanguard
of the movement for social and political change.

That is not to say that the distinction separating
poets of sensibility from the rest was entirely clear; far
from it. Rather in the way that competing factions today
will sometimes each accuse the other of being controlled
by their emotions rather than their reason, many in the
late eighteenth century tried to situate sensibility in a
natural alliance with political views they opposed. Anti-
Jacobins suggested there was a natural affinity between
the supposed excesses of sensibility and those of political
radicalism, while radicals often portrayed sensibility as
associated with reactionary political views. In truth, the
language of sensibility was used by both sides.

Also among the oppositions that occur throughout
the literature of the Romantic period are the natural and
the artificial, and the original and the imitative. If
“artificial” is taken simply to mean “human-made,” of
course, the distinction between the natural and the
artificial is purely a matter of physical process. But
“artificial” and “natural” as matters of taste and of style
have more fluid meanings. As the culture of sentiment
and of sensibility grew over the course of the eighteenth
century, “artificial” came to be used less and less fre-
quently to mean “displaying special art or skill” and
more and more frequently to mean “contrived, shaped
in a way not spontaneous or natural,” or even “not
expressive of reality.” The divide between natural and
artificial was felt to connect with that between “novelty”
of thought and expression—“originality,” as we would
call it—and the “servility” of the stale or overly imita-
tive. Whereas the Neoclassical poets had proudly
imitated classical models, often devoting themselves to
translations of Classical works into English poetry,
Romantic writers—and the leading Romantic poets in
particular—had little interest in seeing the work of
carlier eras as models to be imitated. They might admire
the poets of eatlier eras, they might be inspired by them

(by Shakespeare and by Milton above all), they might
aspire to similar glory, but they had no interest in taking
the same path to glory. If not entirely for the first time,
then certainly to an unprecedented degree, originality
came in the Romantic period to be seen as a criterion of
poetic achievement in the Romantic period. Even at the
beginning of the period we find judgments on poetic
worth being made largely on the grounds of the origi-
nality the verse displays. A 1791 assessment of a volume
of Robinson’s poetry, for example, sets up an opposition
between the original and the natural—two qualities
often assumed to normally accompany each other:

The attempt at originality is in all pursuits laudable.
Invention is a noble attribute of the mind. But the
danger is, lest, by pursuing it too intensely, we
deviate so far from ease and nature, that the real
object of Poetry, that of touching the heart, be lost.

A more familiar set of oppositions involving the natural
and the artificial, the “original” and the imitative, is put
forward by William Hazlitt in his The Spirit of the Age
(1825), as he assesses at the end of the Romantic period
the place of Wordsworth in the poetry and the intellec-
tual life of the age:

His popular, inartificial style gets rid (at a blow) of
all the trappings of verse, of all the high places of
poetry: “the cloud-capt towers, the solemn temples,
the gorgeous palaces,” are swept to the ground. ...
All the tradidons of learning, all the superstitions of
age, are obliterated and effaced. We begin de novo
on a tabula rasa of poetry ... He chooses to have his
subject a foil to his invention, to owe nothing but to
himself. ... Taught by political opinions to say to
the vain pomp and glory of the world, “I hate ye,”
seeing the path of classical and artificial poetry
blocked up by the cumbrous ornaments of style and
turgid common-places, so that nothing more could
be achieved in that direction but by the most ridicu-
lous bombast or the tamest servility, he has ...
struck into the sequestered vale of humble life,
sought out the muse among sheep-cotes and ham-
lets, and the peasant’s mountain-haunts, has dis-
carded all the tinsel pageantry of verse, and endeav-
ored (not in vain) to ... add the charm of novelty to
the familiar.



In passages such as this one, we may see the
paradigms according to which the literature of the
Romantic period is still largely seen being articulated
even before the period had ended. On the one side the
natural, the spontaneous, the original, fresh and new; on
the other the artificial, the studied, the imitative, the
tired, and traditional. On the one side imagination and
sensibility, on the other excessive rationalism. On the
one side a passion for freedom—especially, aesthetic
freedom and freedom of the spirit; on the other re-
straint, reaction, oppression. On the one side, in short,
the Romantic; on the other the Classical, the neoclassi-
cal, the conservative.

If this set of oppositions often bears some correspon-
dence to reality, it is important to recognize that the
correspondence is just as often loose and unreliable.
Romantic literature, and the Romantic period itself, is
filled with unexpected parallels, with surprising evolu-
tions, with unexpected paradoxes, with outright contra-
dictions. The Della Cruscans and their followers, for
example—poets of sensibility who in the late 1780s and
early 1790s took the lead in exuberantly embracing
revolutionary freedom in the wake of the French Revo-
lution—have often been taken to task for the supposed
artificiality of their verse. Wordsworth, usually seen as the
great poet of a natural world setapart from the oppressive
workings of the human-made world of cities and facto-
ries, writes in 1833 that “Steamboats, Viaducts, and
Railways” ... Nature doth embrace / Her lawful offspring
in Man’s art.” Coleridge, who in the early 1790s felt
strongly the attractions of sensibility and planned to
establish a community in Pennsylvania founded on
revolutionary democratic ideals, became in later life as
dismissive of sensibility as he was of revolutionary fervor.
Byron, the paradigmatic Romantic figure, professed to
reject many of the impulses at the core of the Romantic
Movement; in “To Romance” (1807) he vows to leave
the realms of romance “for those of truth:”

Romance! disgusted with deceit,
Far from thy motley court I fly,
Where Affectation holds her seat,
And sickly Sensibility. ...

Keats, for his part, is perhaps at his most enthusiastic
when he exclaims not over Nature or freedom but over
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the experience of Classical literature (“On First Looking
into Chapman’s Homer”) and Classical art (“On Seeing
the Elgin Marbles,” “Ode on a Grecian Urn”). The
distinctions that are often made in attempts to define
the essence of the Romantic, in short, often become
elusive or indistinct when it comes to particulars—and
can be downright misleading. Throughout most of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, literary critics and
theorists tended to accept very much at face value the
Romantics’  self-representations of the nature and
importance of their work; for the past generation or
more those self-representations have been more and
more frequently problematized, and more and more
widely challenged.

There have been few challenges, however, to the
view that this was a period of revolutionary develop-
ments—or to the notion that at the center of those
developments (so far as English literature is concerned)
was an extraordinary body of verse. Looking back in
1832 Letitia Landon was among those who identified
poetry as a particular locus of change:

Already there is a wide gulf between the last century
and the present. In religion, in philosophy, in
politics, in manners, there as passed a great change;
but in none has been worked a greater change than
in poetry, whether as regards the art itself, or the
general feeling towards it.

Poetic ambition was in itself central to the spirit of
Romanticism. When they spoke of the confident
outpouring of Romantic verse, Romantic poets did not
hesitate to compare their own work to that of the great
poets of the past—and to feel themselves capable of such
greatness. “I would sooner fail than not be among the
greatest,” wrote Keats.

The tendencies of our own age, when poetry is
usually taken in small doses and the lyric mode predom-
inates, sometimes lead modern readers to place far less
emphasis than did the Romantics themselves on their
longerworks. The shorter poems of the Romantic canon
(among them Blake’s “The Tyger,” Wordsworth’s “Ode:
Intimations of Immortality,” Coleridge’s “Dejection: An
Ode,” Byron’s “She Walks in Beauty,” Shelley’s “To a
Skylark” and Keats’s odes and sonnets) are justly cele-

brated, and Wordsworth and Coleridge’s Lyrical Ballads
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is rightly seen as the era’s most significant single volume
of literature. But if these retain pride of place it is
important to give full notice too to the vast range of the
ambitions of the Romantic poets—ambitions that found
their fullest expression in extended poetic work. Blake’s
long prophetic poems charted new territory for English
verse, both in the poetry itself and in his unique mar-
riage of the verbal and the visual. Robinson’s more
substantial works include the long sonnet sequence
Sapho and Phaon and the series of longer poems on
related themes that were eventually published as the
sequence The Progress of Liberty. Over the course of
some 50 years Wordsworth reworked his poetic autobi-
ography, The Prelude, into an 8,000 line epic.
Coleridge’s narrative poems “The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner” and “Christabel” are works of modest extent
by comparison with these—but still long by modern
standards. Byron gave extraordinary new life to the epic
romance with Childe Harold, broke new ground poeti-
cally with what he termed the “epic satire” of Don _juan,
and wrote seven full-length poetic dramas. Shelley’s long
works encompass not only the complex allegorical
drama Prometheus Unbound but also the poems “The
Mask of Anarchy” and “Adonais”and the poetic drama
The Cenci. Keats’s Endymion is another memorable work
of epic proportions. And, though Keats abandoned both
the original epic-length version of his Hyperion and the
later The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream, what remains of
both also constitutes a very substantial poetic achieve-
ment. Charlotte Smith’s monumental poem of history,
nature, and the self, “Beachy Head” (1807) is a land-
mark in early nineteenth century poetry, while George
Crabbe’s The Borough memorialized village life in
meticulous detail. Felicia Hemans remains best-known
for her short poems “Casabianca” and “The Homes of
England,” but her most significant works are the poetic
drama The Siege of Valencia and the nineteen poems that
together comprise Records of Woman.

The ambitions of the Romantic poets extended, too,
to poetic theory and criticism; to an unprecedented
degree the leading poets of the time were also the
leading critics and theorists. Wordsworth’s “Preface” to
the Lyrical Ballads, in its various versions, Shelley’s A
Defense of Poetry, Coleridge’s scattered but enormously
influential body of literary theory and criticism, and the

critical insights of Keats’s letters, have all long been
regarded as central documents in the literature of
Romanticism. But other leading writers too wrote
perceptively and extensively about literature—among
them Barbauld, Landon, and Elizabeth Inchbald.

The novel, dramatic writing, and the essay all
flourished alongside poetry in the Romantic period,
even if these genres were not accorded the same degree
of respect as poetry. Barbauld commented wryly on the
situation of the novel in 1810:

A collection of novels has a better chance of giving
pleasure than of commanding respect. Books of this
descriptionare condemned to the grave and despised
by the fastidious; but their leaves are seldom found
unopened, and they occupy the parlour and the
dressing-room while productions of higher name are
often gathering dust upon the shelf.

Nonetheless, the novel became increasingly popular, and
the period saw changes in this form that continue to
reverberate even today.

While the Romantic era saw the decline of that
mainstay of eighteenth-century prose, the epistolary
novel, other forms of prose fiction thrived. James Hogg
produced one of the great masterpieces of psychological
literature, The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a
Justified Sinner (1824). Historical novels—especially
those celebrating nationhood—became increasingly
popular, among them Maria Edgeworth’s Castle Rack-
rent (1800), Sydney Owenson’s The Wild Irish Girl
(1806), and Jane Porter’s Scottish Chiefs (1810). It was
Sir Walter Scott, however, who took the genre of the
historical novel and made it his own. The single most
influential fiction writer of the Romantic period, Scott
single-handedly reshaped notions not just of “the
historical novel” but of the novel itself. After beginning
his career as a highly successful poet, he switched to long
fiction in 1814 and produced a succession of extraordi-
narily popular novels, including Waverly (1814), Rob
Roy (1817), and lvanhoe (1819), the first modern
blockbusters. Using his works to explore the ongoing
political struggles of the time—the clash between
traditionalism and progress, the tempting attractions of
an idealized past that is really a cover for abuse and
exploitation, the struggles and missteps that characterize



the creation of a just society—Scott at the same time
created vivid, entirely engrossing characters. Indeed, one
hallmark of his writing is his ability to use these fully-
realized individuals to give human expression to broad
social and political issues.

Scott produced over 25 full length novels, in addi-
tion to other works. His use of dialect and his decision
to set his works almost exclusively in Scotland validated
the language and folklore of regional and marginalized
people atatime when “British” wasincreasingly equated
with “English.” His use of editorial personae, interlocu-
tors, mediated (sometimes twice-mediated) story presen-
tation, and complexly constructed authorial selves raise
questions about the natures of authority and authorship,
the difficulty of interpretation, and the concept of truth
itself. Scott not only largely created the version of
“Scotland” that persists in the modemn mind (a land of
kilts and clans, with fierce rivalries fought out against a
backdrop of misty mountains and purple heather, filled
with eccentric but kind-hearted peasants); he also
anticipated or pioneered many of the devices associated
with modern and post-modern literature.

Many novels of the period, including Scott’s, had
roots in an earlier form of long prose fiction, the ro-
mance. Whereas “romance novel” today denotes a form
of pulp fiction focused on romantic love as wish-fulfill-
ment, the tradition of romance literature has its roots in
medieval tales of the supernatural, of chivalry, and of
courtly love, in which a sense of the extraordinary or the
fantastic continually colors the narrative. The genre of
romance made its influence feltin several different sorts
of literary work in the Romantic era, but none more so
than the Gothic. Gothic novels of the late-eighteenth
and early-nineteenth centuries typically investigate
human responses to supernatural occurrences—things
known (thanks to the advances of science and natural
history) to be “impossible.” These novels tend to feature
stereotypical characters and to take place in worlds
temporally or geographically distanced. The surround-
ing landscape is often highly symbolic, reflecting the
psychological world of the character that dominates the
work, and the heroine’s plight (the protagonist is almost
without fail a heroine) is usually rendered in often
highly expressive rhetoric full of rhapsodic feeling. The
structures of Gothic novels frequently embody political
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and social tensions resulting from the integration of
ancient or historical time, preserved in castles or abbeys,
into an otherwise modern world. The Gothic setting of
Charlotte Smith’s Emmeline, the Orphan of the Castle,
for example, allows Smith to explore social concerns
such as English laws of primogeniture and women’s
social status and identity within the frame of a courtship
novel. Her novel illustrates the ways in which the
frightening, distorted world of the Gothic could also
serve as a forum for social commentary—as it also does
in William Godwin’s Caleb Williams (1794) and in
Eliza Fenwick’s Secresy (1795). Gothic novels such as
Matthew Lewis’s The Monk (1796), Charlotte Dacre’s
Zofloya, or The Moor (1806), Charles Maturin’s
Melmoth the Wanderer (1820), and Anne Radcliffe’s
series of highly successful Gothic novels, including 7he
Romance of the Forest (1791) and The Mysteries of
Udolpho (1794), welcomed their readers into a world
marked by sexual perversity, threatened female virtue,
and grotesque sights and experiences. Concerned with
revealing what lay repressed or hidden behind the mask
of middle-class conformity, the Gothic also often veered
into savagery and melodrama, tendencies captured
perfectly in the following exchange from The Vampyre
(1819), by John Polidori, in which a mysterious villain
extracts a promise from his traveling companion:

“Swear!” cried the dying man raising himself
with exultant violence. “Swear by all your soul
reveres, by all your nature fears, swear that for a year
and a day you will notimpart your knowledge of my
crimes or death to any living being in any way,
whatever may happen, or whatever you may
see.”—His eyes seemed bursting from their sockets;
“I swear!” said Aubrey; he sunk laughing upon his
pillow, and breathed no more.

If the heightened atmosphere of the gothic novel
often veers toward imaginative excess, it can also foster
literary art of a high order—as Frankenstein, Mary
Shelley’s famous first novel, amply demonstrates. The
story of a “monster” who turns against his creator,
Victor Frankenstein, Frankenstein is at one level a
gripping tale of adventure, written with engaging
apparent simplicity. But it is also a text that brings
together virtually all the great themes of the era: free-



