PREFACE

In the curricular structure introduced by this University for students of Bachelors
Degree Programme, the opportunity to pursue Honours course in any subject introduced
by this University is equally available to all learners. Instead of being guided by any
presumption about ability level, it would perhaps stand to reason if receptivity of a
learner is judged in the course of the learning process. That would be entirely in
keeping with the objectives of open education which does not believe in artificial
differentiation.

Keeping this in view, study materials of the Honours level in different subjects are
being prepared on the basis of a well-laid-out syllabus. The course structure combines
the best elements in the approved syllabi of Central and State Universities in
respective subjects. It has been so designed as to be upgradable with the addition of
new information as well as results of fresh thinking and analysis.

The accepted methodology of distance education has been followed in the
preparation of these study materials. Co-operation in every form of experienced
scholars is indispensable for a work of this kind. We, therefore, owe an enormous debt
of gratitude to everyone whose tireless efforts went into the writing, editing and
devising of proper lay-out of the materials. Practically speaking, their role amounts to
an involvement in 'invisible teaching'. For, whoever makes use of these study materials
would virtually derive the benefit of learning under their collective care without each
being seen by the other.

The more a learner would seriously pursue these study materials, the easier it will
be for him or her to reach out to larger horizons of a subject. Care has also been taken
to make the language lucid and presentation attractive so that they may be rated as
quality self-learning materials. If anything remains still obscure or difficult to follow,
arrangements are there to come to terms with them through the counselling sessions
regularly available at the network of study centres set up by the University.

Needless to add, a great deal of these efforts is still experimental-in fact,
pioneering in certain areas. Naturally, there is every possibility of some lapse or
deficiency here and there. However, these do admit of rectification and further
improvement in due course. On the whole, therefore, these study materials are
expected to evoke wider appreciation the more they receive serious attention of all
concerned.

Professor (Dr.) Subha Sankar Sarkar
Vice-Chancellor
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General Editor’s Foreword

It has been a rewarding experience coordinating the syllabus revision exercise and the
induction of new Self Learning Materials (SLM) for the EEG Programme under the
aegis of the School of Humanities of our University. The new syllabus and its attendant
study materials are the result of concerted endeavours through workshops, repeated
interactions, shared leadership and above all, protracted labour on the part of everyone
who has been associated with this project.

The need for a thorough syllabus revision for BDP English was a long standing one, as
the existing framework had long stood its time and needed to take a fresh look at the
dynamically altered literary scenario. In framing the new syllabus, experts have been
guided by the rationale of putting in place a curriculum that would effectively serve as
proper foundations for a Graduation level course in English Literature, which by itself
has come to be seen as a widely interdisciplinary area. The Learning Objectives envisaged
in this syllabus include a periodic knowledge of History of English Literature spread
across Papers that will be divided mainly in a chronology - genre pattern; acquaintance
with literary texts in a similar sequence and logic; primary knowledge of relevant literary
criticism/theory; essentials of History of Language and basics of pronunciation; and an
introduction to the basics of Indian Writing in English which is the least that one can
think of from the New Literatures arena at this level.

Being a University dedicated to Open and Distance Learning, the creation of SLM's is
a corollary to the formulation of a new syllabus. This has traditionally been the mainstay
of Student Support Services at NSOU and efforts have been made to produce SLM's
that can be as learner friendly as possible. While the print material shall be inducted to
begin with, there is in the pipeline a project for introducing multimedia learning aids
for relevant portions of the syllabus, to augment SLM's at the earliest possible instant.
This could include live audio-video interactions on select topics, on-screen and on-
stage footage clips, readings of poetry and prose, recordings from classrooms and the
like; all of it for widest possible dissemination among our learners. We would welcome
suggestions on this from our BDP counsellors as well. It is hoped that since our Study
Centres are now mostly ICT enabled, learners will be able to enjoy their studies with



the help of both versions of study tools. While they can look upon NSOU materials thus
provided on offline and online modes as primary aids, they will however be expected to
equip themselves with thorough reading of texts and references on the lines indicated
in the SLM's. After all, we presume that as a student of literature by choice, one has a
predilection for literary texts and has taken up this Programme to augment his/her levels
of understanding, along with the necessity of acquiring a degree that shall stand in good
stead in life.

On behalf of the School of Humanities, Netaji Subhas Open University, we stand to
thank the experts on the Syllabus Committee, the content writers and the Paper editors
for their constant support and adherence to timelines, the valuable academic inputs they
have provided, and the numerous ways in which they have embellished the final print
materials, their own engagements notwithstanding. We are sure it been a labour of love
for all of you, and we acknowledge your support for enabling us to see through the
successful implementation of the entire project.

To all our learners, dear students, we congratulate you on your choice of NSOU as the
preferred institution for enhancing your academic pursuits. Here's hoping and wishing
that you will make the most out of our blend of the serious acquiring of knowledge
amidst flexible conditions and achieve your cherished goals in life. Let us make learning
an enjoyable activity.

Dated: Kolkata Srideep Mukherjee Dr Oindrila Ghosh
15th November, 2015 Assistant Professor of English  Assistant Professor of English
School of Humanities School of Humanities



Paper Editors’ Introduction to Paper V

By the time you approach Paper V of your EEG, you have already travelled across a
fairly broad expanse of the rich realm of English literature. We are sure you have loved
your reading experience. When you first turn the pages of this SLM some of you may
feel very glad to recognise some familiar names from your school English textbooks,
because the Romantic poets are, nearly always, compulsory components of poetry
anthologies. You will feel that these writers, unlike the writers of the Renaissance or
even the eighteenth century, write in an English which is like the English we still use
and they write on topics which are still current , still of immense relevance to us. You
would be quite right too.

The literature, especially the poetry of the Romantic period is distinctively different
from the literature written before it . It becomes subjective, i.e. the poet's individual
sensibility rather than his persona as a member of society is sought to be conveyed. The
characteristics of nineteenth century Romanticism will be dealt with in detail in Module
1 Unit 3 and will be referred to time and again as we focus on individual writers. But
these characteristics---- interest in Nature, the Self, the past, especially the Middle Ages,
the supernatural----were part of a seminal change in sensibility which is still a living
part of our heritage. Our ideas about the author, about society, about the relationship
between the writer and his society, the role of literature in society, are all inherited from
the Romantics. We still live under the long shadow of the great Romantics, even when,
in a bid to set ourselves free, we repudiate them. The critic David Perkins has written:
'We are still living in the comet's tail of the early 19th. century'(The Quest for
Permanence). The Romantics did not break the boundaries of pre - established literary
forms, as the Moderns did, but they anticipated it by various divergent concepts of form
and language which called down strong criticism on their work. They resurrected forms
like the ballad, the ode and the blank verse which had been largely neglected during the
hegemony of the heroic couplet during the neo-classical period.
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The major writers of the Romantic period, especially the earlier romantics, like
Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey and even Blake, lived and wrote against a backdrop of
highly significant political and economic happenings. The chronological frame of the
Romantic period is generally set between 1789---1830. The two years are not of course
inflexible boundaries. They are chosen for their specific historical importance; 1789
was the year of the French Revolution; 1830 was the year of the July Revolution in
Paris in which the Bourbon monarch imposed upon the French people by the European
powers was driven out. The upper limits of the period can be put in 1776--- the year of
American Revolution and stretched to 1832, the year the first reform bill was passed
and Sir Walter Scott died. During this brief time span the political and economic structures
of Western Europe underwent radical changes and those changes led to the foundation
of systems which still define our lives: the emergence of the democratic nation state as
a political structure and the industrial- capitalist economic system. The Romantics were
deeply sensitive to the changes. If Wordsworth and his generation grew disenchanted
with the Revolution, their revolutionary sympathies led to a hitherto unprecedented
democratization of the topic of poetry, You meet people like poor farmers, beggars ,
servant girls in Wordsworth's poems and are impressed by their immense human dignity.
The growing urbanisation consequent upon growth of manufacturing industry led to a
social upheaval. In "Tintern Abbey' and The Prelude we find Wordsworth referring to
the unhappiness of city life.

The poems and prose pieces have been chosen with a view to acquaint you with the
major writers and the major literary trends of the period. In Wordsworth's Preface and
Keats's letters you will find the new concepts of imagination, creativity , the subject and
language of poetry which underlay Romantic art and literature. You will come across
the breaking away from neo-classical norms in the response to Nature (Wordsworth,
Shelley, Keats's poems, Hazlitt's essay), interest in the non-rational reflected in the
supernatural, the insights into childhood (Blake, Coleridge, Lamb) love of liberty,
political and individual, inculcated by the French Revolution (Shelley, Hazlitt) and
above all, the most defining feature of the Romantic Movement—a projection of the
individual's personal values and sensibility into his writing.

De Quincey's essay directly, and Blake's 'Chimney Sweeper' poems obliquely will give
you an idea of the socio-economic changes, the beginning of industrial capitalism, the
urbanisation, the exploitation of child labour , while Jane Austen's novel will show you



the subtle class realignments between the upper and middle classes against a relatively
stable backdrop of southern England. After completing your reading, we hope you will
get a full understanding of one of the most significant periods of English history and
literature in all its prismatic hues.

For both the assignment and term-end questions on this paper, covering all four modules,
you will have to answer

2 (out of 6) essay-type questions of 20 marks each

3 (out of 8) mid-length questions of 12 marks each

4 (out of 8) short answer type questions of 6 marks each

Please read the texts carefully, because detailed textual questions will be asked.

Happy reading!

DISCLAIMER:

All the Plates used in this Self Learning Material have been taken from Open Sources
on the Internet (Google Images, Wikipedia) to be used purely for educational purposes.

Kolkata,
15th April, 2016 Editors
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Unit 2 — Romantic Poetry
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Unit 2 — Wordsworth: ‘Tintern Abbey’; Coleridge: Christabel Part I
Unit 3 — Keats: ‘Ode to a Nightingale’; Shelley: ‘Ode to the West Wind’
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Unit 1 — Austen: Pride and Prejudice

Unit 2 — Lamb: ‘The Superannuated Man’; ‘Dream Children: A Reverie’
Unit 3 — Hazlitt: ‘On A Sundial’; ‘On Going A Journey’

Module 4 — Romantic Literary Thought

Unit I — Wordsworth: Preface to the Lyrical Ballads

Unit 2 — Keats’ Letters

Unit 3 —De Quincey: Extract from Recollections of the Lake Poets - Southey, Wordsworth
and Coleridge.
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Module - 1

The Romantic Revival

Unit - 1 O Romanticism in English Literature

Structure

1.1.0 Introduction

1.1.1 Romanticism

1.1.2  Socio-political and Economic Background
1.1.3 French Revolution and English Literature
1.1.4 The Intellectual Milieu

1.1.5 Chief Features of Romantic Literature
1.1.6 Language and Form

1.1.7 Summing Up

1.1.8 Comprehension Exercises

1.1.9 Suggested Reading

1.1.0 Introduction

This module is an attempt to discuss with you what the terms ‘Romantic ‘and
‘Romanticism’ usually mean in literary and artistic contexts. It goes on to deal with the
Romantic Movement of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries and tries to
discuss the socio-political and economic backgrounds which are integral to the
understanding of the writers of the Romantic period. The influence of important
historical-economical events, for example the French Revolution, on nineteenth century
Romanticism and their impact upon English literature have been discussed here. This
module also explores the various Romantic thoughts and features which would be helpful

for your understanding of the poetry of the period.
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1.1.1. Romanticism

The origin of the word ‘romantic’ can be traced back to the Middle Ages. The
word has evolved in meaning down the ages. For our purpose here we shall focus on the
word as it came to be used during the early nineteenth century or slightly earlier. It was
in England that the word first began to be widely used. At first it was used for ‘the old
Romances’ dealing with gallant knights engaged in combats with giants and dragons in
order to win the favour of the beloved. As a result, the word had associations of
improbability, unreality, exaggeration, fictitiousness. During the seventeenth century,
it denoted the opposite of rational or credible. The word acquired a positive meaning
only from the eighteenth century. Around that time there began to grow a tentative
interest in the Middle ages, the Elizabethan period, in the Gothic and in poets like
Spenser. The word could mean something which was highly imaginative. The faculty
of Imagination, unlike in the late seventeenth Century, was no longer distrusted as
‘lawless’. By the mid-eighteenth century the word carried dual meanings. It meant
something that was suggestive of the old Romances. It also meant something that
appealed to the imagination and feelings.

By the middle of the eighteenth century it was imported into France. The words
‘romantic’ in English and ‘romantique’ in French were employed as adjectives of
appreciation for natural beauty. The use of this term in literature first became common
in Germany where critics began to talk about romantische Poesie (romantic poetry) in
the 1790s in contrast to anything related to classicism. From the 1820s the term
‘Romanticism’ came to be known by its name.

In the nineteenth century the term ‘Romantic’ was invested with mani-fold
interpretations. The various interpretations include ‘the Return to Nature’, ‘the Revival
of the Middle Ages’, ‘the Renaissance of Wonder’, so on and so forth.

Romanticism as an artistic, intellectual and literary movement originated in
Europe towards the end of the eighteenth century and was at its peak from 1800 to
1850. This movement was deeply inspired by the German Sturm and Drang movement
which gave preference to emotion and intuition rather than to rationalism related to the
Enlightenment. Another movement, a historical one, whose ideologies had tremendous
impact on Romanticism, was the French Revolution (which is discussed in detail later
in this module). Romanticism was largely a reaction to the socio-political norms of the
Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution and the scientific analysis of and approach to
nature.
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1.1.2. Socio-Political and Economic Background

In order to understand the basic tenets of Romantic thought, knowledge of the
social, political and economic background of the age becomes somewhat imperative.
The eighteenth century saw a huge change in the economic and social structure of
European, and particularly English, society which was integrally linked up with the
contemporary political scenario. The Protestant weavers of France and Netherlands
were left with no choice but to settle in England because of persecutions and religious
struggles. Due to this settlement there was an upsurge of weaving industries in England.
There was a rapid growth of capitalism because of the settlement in the colonies. The
continuing enclosures of the village commons (the land that was traditionally considered
community property and provided pasturage for the domestic animals of the landless or
poorer sections was fenced and became private property), the introduction of machines
for weaving, the foodgrain import from the American colonies, the economic impact of
the colonisation of India led to the end of the English peasantry with large self supporting
communities. The village landless, deprived of alternate means of subsistence, turned
into migrating labourers. Invention of the steam engine and establishment of factories
resulted in economic growth for the manufacturing industry. A huge gap was gradually
growing between the lower and the upper strata of the society. All these factors combined
together to lead to political struggles. In England there were several political uprisings
like the Luddite movement (some weavers, replaced by machines, moved around the
countryside, smashing weaving machinery. The government used the army against them
and passed harsh laws in parliament).

The English were successful in establishing monopoly trade in India and North America
by ousting the French. France was already in a devastated state because of the wars of
Louis XIV and not in a position to endure the strain of further wars. Moreover, the
measure to increase taxes in an attempt to somewhat recover their position caused even
worse results and led to the outbreak of the Revolution ultimately leading to remarkable
socio-political changes. There was the abolition of monarchy and the eradication of the
nobility. Some thinkers like Burke began to lament that gone were the days of chivalry
and the glory of Europe. However, the English poets saw a ray of optimism amidst this
ambience of revolution and this spirit of hope can be located in the literary works of the
age. The revolution in France was preceded and inspired by the American War of
Independence, the declaration of American Independence in 1776, and the establishment
in America of a form of Government as yet unknown in Europe, one that was not based
on a hereditary system of inheritance.
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1.1.3. The French Revolution and English Literature

There is an integral relationship between the revolution of 1789 and English
Romantic poetry of the nineteenth century. The French Revolution and the hope it
generated of a new dawn for humanity made a deep impact on the Romantic writers,
from the Tory Southey to the revolutionary Shelley. Several poems composed by Byron
and Wordsworth are based on the celebration of the cause of liberty. Moreover, their
compassion and love for the common man were largely prompted by the ideology of
Equality and Fraternity. The slogan associated with the French Revolution: ‘Liberty,
Equality, Fraternity’, was the source of inspiration for English poets like Wordsworth
who even went to France in 1792 and celebrated the Revolution as the ushering in of a
dawn full of promises for a wonderful future. However, later he got disillusioned with
his experiences in France. The reflection of his frustrations can be observed in poems
like ‘Guilt and Sorrow’. The rebellious aspect of the Revolution can be best located in
the poetical works of Byron where his spirit of revolt is not only against society but
against life at large. Shelley’s intense admiration for the Revolution can be analysed by
referring to the play ‘Prometheus Unbound’ and poems like ‘Ode to the West Wind’. In
fact, Byron and Shelley represent two different perspectives on the Revolution. While
Shelley, with all his optimism, dreams of an ideal society emerging out of the Revolution,
Byron in a despondent mood focuses on its destructive aspect. Another impact of the
Revolution is palpable in the craving for freedom of thought, the emancipation of spirit
unhindered by political, social or religious obstructions. The early Romantics of the
nineteenth century, influenced by the concepts of liberalism and philanthropy, express
an empathy for the oppressed and the downtrodden. If you read poems like Wordsworth’s
“The Reverie of Poor Susan’ or “Michael’, you will find Wordsworth writes poems on
people who would not have been considered fit subjects for poetry by neo-classical
poets. The Romantics, fully supportive of the spirit of freedom and liberation protested
strongly against any form of strangulation of that freedom. Poems like Byron’s ‘On the
Castle of Chillon” and Coleridge’s ‘France: An Ode’ mark such a kind of protest. In the
latter poem Coleridge is found to have adopted the role of a political protester. Perhaps
the best example of the romantic rebellion is a poet, who is chronologically slightly
earlier — William Blake, who is strident against any kind of attempt to curtail the freedom
of the individual.

In every cry of every Man,
In every Infants cry of fear,
In every voice: in every ban,
The mind-forg’d manacles I hear (Blake : ‘London’ )
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However, the support for the revolutionary cause was not unequivocal. The first
enthusiasm which Wordsworth records (“Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive / But to be
young was very heaven!”) would soon give way to doubt and disillusion. There was a
dual feeling in the heart of Coleridge regarding the Revolution which can be traced in
the line ‘... T hoped and feared’ (‘France: An Ode’). This duality between hope and fear
was the reality not only for Coleridge, but for most of the writers and thinkers regarding
their expectations from the Revolution.

In order to understand this kind of confusion and diffidence about France and
the Revolution, a brief look at the role of France during the Revolution and at the
European political scenario would not be out of place. On 7" February, 1792 Austria
and Prussia signed an official alliance primarily out of fear of the revolutionary army.
In April, 1792 France declared war against Austria and in September 1792 won the first
of the revolutionary wars. As the First Republic and then the Directorate carried on a
series of wars against European countries like Holland, Spain and England, the image
of France as the symbol of Liberty was transformed radically into that of authoritarianism
and imperialism. The annexation of power by Napoleon and Napoleon’s imperialistic
plans destroyed the Revolution. Thinkers and poets, many of them already confused by
the Reign of Terror (1793—94) could no longer look up to France as the torchbearer of
liberty.

LET US SUM UP

The origin of the word ‘romantic’ can be traced to the Middle Ages.The
word ‘romantic’ meant at first the kind of matter found in medieval romances
dealing with fantastic stories of gallant knights engaged in mortal combats
with giants and dragons in order to win the favour of the beloved. In the
17" and 18" centuries the connotation of the term ‘Romantic’ indicated
something in opposition to the term ‘Classic’. By the middle of the eighteenth
century, the words ‘romantic’ in English and ‘romantique’ in French were
employed as adjectives of appreciation for natural beauty. Romanticism as
an artistic, intellectual and literary movement originated in Europe towards
the end of the eighteenth century and was at its peak from 1800 to 1850.
This movement was deeply inspired by the German Sturm and Drang
movement and the French Revolution. In order to understand the basic
tenets of Romantic thought, knowledge of the social, political and economic
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background of the age becomes somewhat imperative. The French
Revolution had a tremendous formative influence on the major Romantic
writers of the age who were inspired by the principles and ideologies of the
Revolution. The poems composed by Byron and Wordsworth are sometimes
based on the celebration of the cause of liberty. Moreover, the compassion
and love for the common man that we find in Romantic literature have
been largely prompted by the ideology of Equality and Fraternity.

1.1.4. The Intellectual Milieu

Emancipation from all kinds of confinements and restrictions is one of the basic
tenets of Romantic thought. Disillusion of the writers of the age regarding the existing
social order and a desperate urge to escape into an ideal world, a world filled with
promises of a perfect society, can be found in a number of Romantic poems. There is a
tendency in all the romantic poets to transcend the barriers of this mundane world of
drudgery and move into Utopia or the world of Nature sometimes with the help of the
‘viewless wings of Poesy’, sometimes by imbibing the spirit of the West Wind and
sometimes by drinking ‘blushful Hippocrene’. The romantic ethos can be understood
as a new mode of thinking primarily based on the concept of freedom of mind and
spirit. In these thoughts the Romantics were inspired by Rousseau on the one hand and
the German philosophers on the other, particularly Kant and his concept of the
Imagination. Eighteenth century critical thoughts, with strict adherence to the Rational,
insistence on rigid norms of writing and put too much stress on formulated codes and
values which were too constrictive. The major writers of the eighteenth century, Addison,
Pope, Dr. Johnson, give the impression of operating within a small compact area of
normalcy, and a small range of interests and sentiments. Writers like Cowper or
Chatterton who operated outside those limits were disregarded. The Romantic writers’
breaking away from the literary trends of the earlier century was a direct outcome of the
revolt against the rigid norms. Thus the views of Wordsworth and Coleridge regarding
poetry and the theories formulated by them can be best realized when considered a part
of an entirely new aesthetic tradition which had its roots embedded in the nineteenth
century socio-cultural milieu of England.

We shall briefly discuss the various trends of thoughts which circulated around the
Romantic writers in an attempt to understand how, their reactions against and response
to these thoughts defined their writings. This will help you to gain an understanding of
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the concept of Romanticism and you can relate these trends with the poems that are to
be read and understood by you.

» Mysticism

The Romantic poets possess a spiritual awareness which can be explained as a
vision that helps them to look beyond the mundane world into the ‘life of things’. This
vision varies from one poet to another. For Keats this vision can be acquired through an
act of sympathy and a realization that truths are beyond the faculty of reasoning. For
Blake and Shelley this visionary power has so much potency that it can nourish the
poets and fill them with ecstatic rapture. Shelley has the conviction that there persists a
sense of unity amidst all the things of this universe. This sense of unity has been
poignantly presented by the poet in ‘Adonais’. Shelley lays immense stress on the power
of imagination as a creative force and considers it to be a divine quality. A beautiful
expression of the imaginative fecundity of Shelley is ‘Prometheus Unbound’. For
Wordsworth, the presence of divinity can be felt in every aspect of nature, however tiny
it is. Man’s appreciation of the beauty of natural things leads him to acknowledge the
presence of Divine life and thus establishes a mysterious connecting link with divinity.
Thus the spiritual perception enriched by imagination to perceive the presence of ‘One’
in many and the spirit behind every materialistic thing is what Mysticism is all about. It
is the realization of truth through union with the Infinite. When you read Wordsworth’s
“Tintern Abbey’, Blake’s lyrics like “To see a world in a grain of sand/ And a heaven in
a wild flower”, you will understand the element of mysticism in Romantic poetry.

The element of mysticism that we find in the Romantics came, partially from a pre-
existent concept of the poet’s role as a prophet. Thomas Gray’s ‘The Bard ‘(1757)
projects the Welsh Bard as a prophet in the Old Testament tradition. In Coleridge’s
‘Kubla Khan’ the poet, with his flashing eyes and floating hair, frightens those who see
him. Blake was greatly influenced by the Swedish mystic Emanuel Swedenborg.
Coleridge played a key role in disseminating the ideas of German Metaphysics in English.
This mystic strain was generated in reaction to the Rationalism and Empiricism of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. This element also defined an altogether new
concept of the faculty of imagination.

21



» Imagination

“If we wish to distinguish a single characteristic which differentiates the English
romantics from the poets of the eighteenth century, it is to be found in the importance
which they attached to the imagination and the special view which they held of it” —
this is what C.M. Bowra wrote in his book , The Romantic Imagination.

The religious and metaphysical beliefs we have discussed in “MYSTICISM”
laid the foundation of this new concept of Imagination. Imagination, as the poets
recognised, enabled them to transform the world, either by making the day—to—day
mundane reality vanish, as Keats does in ‘Ode to a Nightingale’, or to bring about
social and political transformation, as Blake dreams of doing in ‘The New Jerusalem’;

Bring me my bow of burning gold!
Bring me my arrows of desire!
Bring me my spear! o clouds unfold!
Bring me my chariot of fire.

The Romantic poets see Imagination as a God-like faculty. Coleridge wrote in
‘Biographia Literaria’ (chapter 13):

“The primary Imagination I hold to be the living power and prime Agent of all
human perception....”

Wordsworth in The Prelude ( Book VI) wrote :

Imagination! Here the power so called
Through sad incompetence of human speech,
That awful power rose from the mind’s abyss...

Keats in a letter to Benjamin Bailey wrote: ‘I am certain of nothing but the holiness
of the heart’s affection and the truth of Imagination. What the Imagination seizes as
Beauty must be truth. “

This notion of Imagination as a mysterious power runs through the poetry of all the
major Romantic poets.

> Humanism and the Human Condition

The Romantic poets were deeply involved with the world of mankind and thus
they were poets of Man. Wordsworth chose his characters from simple humdrum
humanity. These characters did not possess epical grandeur; rather they were the innocent

22



peasants, unpretentious shepherds, a solitary reaper or a village girl working in the
metropolis, all busy with their daily chores. These characters being closely associated
with nature, gave the poet an opportunity to explore nature in a more vivid way through
them and their relation to nature. The language spoken by those people was the language
of the soil and devoid of any artificiality. Assuch, itwas considered by poets , especially
Wordsworth, to be fit to be used in poetry. This idealization of the natural state was
largely inspired by Rousseau and is considered to be one of the aspects of Romantic
Humanism inspired by the French Revolution.

The writings of Jean Jacques Rousseau had a pervasive influence on the Romantics.
His ideas about the love of freedom, the passion of love, admiration of nature and the
state of man in society gave the Romantics the chief subjects of their poetry. Even
Byron, who alone among the Romantics did not repudiate the eighteenth century and
its literary concepts, paid tribute to Rousseau in ‘Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage’;

...he knew
How to make madness beautiful, and cast
O’er erring deeds and thoughts a heavenly hue
Of words, like sunbeams, dazzling as they past
The eyes, which o’er them shed tears feelingly and fast.
In the same poem, Byron goes on to say that from Rousseau came:
Those oracles which set the world in flame,

Nor ceased to burn till kingdoms were no more.

Shelley and Byron were deeply concerned with the dignity of man and his rebellious
spirit. For these two poets an ideal man should retain the original elements of his nature
and should not be fettered by social obligations and norms. The dignity of an individual
as a Man was what Humanism talked about. The Scottish poet, Robert Burns could
write in 1799 “ The rank is but the guinea’s stamp/ A man’s a man for a’that”. In his
preface to the Lyrical Ballads ( 2" Edition, 1800) Wordsworth said, about the subject of
his poems: “... Humble and rustic life was generally chosen, because, in that condition,
the essential passions of the find a better soil in which they can attain their maturity...”

This focus on the human condition and respect for the common man, which resulted in
an expansion and democratisation of the boundaries of poetry was the result of the
influence of Rousseau and the impact of the ideas which laid the groundwork of the
French Revolution.
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> Nature

Romanticism has been defined as a ‘Return to Nature. It should not be confused
with ‘naturalism’, a twentieth Century phenomenon, the Romantic’s return to nature
and reaction against social pretensions and artificialities was a complex affair, partly a
revolt against the rational-scientific world view of the seventeenth century English
philosopher John Locke, partly a reaction against the changes that were taking place
in the English countryside as a result of the beginning of industrialisation and the
consequent disruption of traditional community life. This admiration and love for nature
is one of the chief characteristics of Romantic poetry. Nature, when it appears in earlier
writings, was only thought of as an object for embellishment but, in the hands of the
Romantics, the significance of nature is altogether revised and uplifted. Nature was
now thought of as endowed with a personality and thus interaction with and establishment
of a relationship with nature could make human beings happy and contented. Nature
was ascribed a soul or spirit by Wordsworth who had deep faith in the role of nature as
the guide and mentor of human beings. He believed that intimacy with nature can provide
strength to escape from all the cares and anxieties which beset human life. During the
days of dejection and frustration after the failure of all the hopes and ideals associated
with the French Revolution, Wordsworth attained the much-needed peace of mind from
the natural beauties of the Lake Districts. In “Tintern Abbey’ he talks of his love for
nature with inexhaustible enthusiasm, seeing

“In nature and the language of the sense
The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse,
The guide, the guardian of my heart and soul

Of all my moral being”

The major difference between the Romantics’ love of nature and that of their predecessors
lies in the fact that for the Romantics the natural world is not just a thing of beauty.
Aspects of nature are admired or even revered for their ability to express the truths and
perceptions of the mind. The Romantics externalise their emotions by describing them
through natural correspondences: the lakes, the high mountains, the meadow flowers or
the river. A creative relationship is established between the internal mind and the external
world. Byron puts forward this feeling in ‘Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage’:

Are not the mountains, waves and skies, a part
Of me and my soul, as I of them?

Linked with this is the romantic idea of the association of nature with moral and
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physical well being of man which Wordsworth expresses in the Lucy poems:
I will to my darling be
Both law and impulse

> Hellenism

The word ‘Hellenism’ is derived from the word ‘Hellene’ which means Greek. Thus
Hellenism represents Greek culture and spirit. One of the features of Romanticism was
love for the classical past. Beset by the frustrations and disappointments of contemporary
times, the Romantics sometimes sought solace and refuge in the Greek world. This
world always had a charm of its own for the Romantics because the Greek gods and
goddesses symbolised a harmony, a superior pattern and a sense of completeness which
the Romantic poets craved for. The diverse aspects of nature reminded the poets of the
aura of the classical world. For example, by imagining the locks of an approaching
turbulent storm Shelley began to be reminded of the dishevelled hair of the Maenads.
The passion of Hellenism is most prominently found in Keats. His works like ‘Lamia’,
‘Hyperion’ and ‘Endymion’ are based on Greek legends while the subject matters of
‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ and ‘Ode to Psyche’ are unmistakably Greek. Keats, in the
process of giving expression to his passion for beauty, gets transported into the Greek
world in his imagination. Most importantly, it should be remembered that Keats was a
Greek in temperament and that is the best explanation for his love for everything Greek.
Shelley also has his interest not only in the myths of Greece but in her timeless truths.
‘Prometheus Unbound’, ‘Adonais’ and ‘Hellas’ testify to this. In ‘Hellas’ he talks about
the Greek ideal:
Greece and her foundations are
Built below the tide of war,
Based on the crystalline sea
Of thought and its eternity

> Medievalism

The Romantic poets felt an attraction for the mystery and supernaturalism associated
with the Middle Ages which were integrally related to an aura of romance. Coleridge,
Scott and Keats were particularly interested in medievalism and the romanticism
associated with it. The element of supernaturalism has been brilliantly handled by
Coleridge in ‘Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ and ‘Christabel” and by Keats in ‘La Belle
Dame sans Merci’. The essentially medieval setting and ambience created by Keats in
‘La Belle’ are direct reflections of Keats’ love for medievalism. The Romantic writers’
medievalism was not however a mere craving for the remote and unfamiliar. At its root
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lay arefusal to restrict cultivated interest within the bounds of the eighteenth century’s
defined boundaries of civilisation , the Renaissance and the Enlightenment. An interest
in the middle ages had earlier become the fashion, with the Gothic novels of Horace
Walpole, Mrs Radcliffe and others. The later period avoided the earlier extravagances
of fantasy and showed a more intelligent interest in the imaginative reconstruction of
history. This resulted in such serious revivals like Bishop Thomas Percy’s ‘Reliques of
Ancient English Poetry’ and also in such revivals like Chatterton’s pseudo-medieval
‘Rowley Poems’, or James Macpherson’s pseudo-Gaelic ‘Ossian’. While the interest in
the past gives us the wonderful ambience of Keats’s *The Eve of St. Agnes’ and adds a
depth of complexity to Coleridge’s ‘Christabel’, its chief achievement was to be the
historical novels of Walter Scott. The interest in past history led to Scott’s re-creation of
the historical novel and Scott’s imaginative understanding of the process of history
would contribute a history-mindedness which would be a great boon to subsequent
historical studies.

1.1.5. Chief Features of Romantic Literature

The primary focus of Romantic literature, particularly of Romantic poetry, was
on free and unhindered expression of the feelings of the artist The writer’s individual
self, not his social self , becomes the subject. The Romantics often speak of the essential
self, a self unfettered by the conventions of society. The exploration of this central self
and not only public concerns demarcates romantic literature from neo-classical. The
subjective ‘I’ is crucial in romantic writing and hence the protagonist is often identified
with the poet himself. It is this focus that led to the serious concern with childhood,
because the child had not yet been moulded by society. Wordsworth calls the child
“Mighty prophet, seer blest” in ‘Immortality Ode’, Blake shows an intense conviction
of the importance of childhood but also shows the hostility of the adult world to the
child in his Chimney Sweeper poems or in ‘Nurse’s Song’. Lamb reflects the interest in
childhood in his more real, though perhaps sentimental observations on children.

Another important feature of romantic writing was the expression of feelings
and emotions. The earlier ideal of narrowly reasoned control in emotional life gave way
to a belief in the importance of the emotions. Blake wrote “Men are admitted into
Heaven not because they have curb’d and governed their Passions or have no Passions
, but because they have cultivated their Understandings™ Keats’s letters, even more than
his poems, show his beliefs in free emotional expression. Imagination becomes the
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most important source of poetic inspiration and this imagination is not restricted by any
classical rules and norms of form in art. Romanticism focusses on the individual
imagination and explores Nature as well as past history to find correspondences to the
individual’s feeling and realisations.

1.1.6. Language and Form

The Romantics are not as innovative in their explorations of forms of prose and
verse as in their choice of subject matter. Wordsworth’s announcement, that he had
tried to write the poems in the ‘Lyrical Ballads’ ‘in “a selection of language really used
by men’’ ,was quickly challenged by Coleridge. However, the new things being attempted
in literature, especially poetry, required new language. Some, like the poet Robert
Southey, though a close friend of Wordsworth and Coleridge, stuck to the language and
forms of the eighteenth century. Blake in ‘Poetical Sketches’ used mostly traditional
language, although in the later prophetic books he is daringly different. Byron was an
admirer of Pope, and in his satire, sticks to the older school, but used a flippant, colloquial
style in ‘Don Juan’. On the whole, in spite of Wordsworth’s harsh criticism of the
earlier poetic diction or Keats’s disparagement of Pope, the Romantics revolt only against
the conventionality and triteness of the bad poetry of the earlier period. They did not
stick to the rigidity of the verse form of Pope and his followers. They also turned to the
use of imagery stemming from direct observation and a greater variety of verse forms.
Natural Imagery, picturesque depictions and lilting melody of the verses are also
significant features of Romantic writing. They did not try to avoid non-conventional or
non-prosaic language. Coleridge uses a lot of archaisms in ‘Ancient Mariner’ and
‘Christabel’. Keats drew on Spenser, and was influenced by Milton and ‘Hyperion’ is
very Miltonic, although he said that Milton’s verse was ‘...a corruption of our language—
anorthern dialect accommodating itself to Greek and Latin inversions and intonations...”

We can say this, that the Romantic poets used more speech rhythms than their
previous generation and avoided the subjugation of rhythm to metre. Many older verse
forms , the ode for example, or the Blank verse, neglected by the previous generation
came back into use. The stanza forms and the metrical schemes are more varied and
unlike in the neo-classical period, each major poet treads his own path, instead of setting
up and following a single norm.
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1.1.7. Summing Up

v

Emancipation from all kinds of confinements and restrictions is one of the basic
tenets of Romantic thoughts. The entire romantic ethos can be understood as a
new mode of thinking primarily based on the concept of freedom of mind and
spirit.

The Romantic poets possess a spiritual awareness which can be explained as a
vision that helps them to look beyond the mundane world into the ‘life of things’.
This vision varies from one poet to another.

The Romantic poets were deeply involved with the human world and thus they
were poets of Man.

Romanticism was a return to nature and the poets raised their voice against
pretentions and artificialities. This admiration and love for nature is one of the
chief characteristics of Romantic poetry.

Hellenism represents Greek culture and spirit. One of the main features of
Romanticism being love for the classical and past age, it is no wonder that,
beset by the frustrations and disappointments of the contemporary times, the
Romantics sought solace and refuge in the Greek world.

Romantic poets had an attraction for the mystery and supernaturalism associated
with the Middle Ages which were integrally related to an aura of romance.

Romantic poetic language was not a complete break with traditional forms but
it expanded the range of formal varieties while in accommodating innovative
and fresh imagery and speech rhythms it paved the way for modern poetry.

1.1.8. Comprehension Exercises

Long Questions: 20 marks

1.
2.

Trace the impact of the French Revolution on English literature.

Discuss any four of the romantic trends of thought and their application by the
poets of the Romantic age

Analyse the various socio-political and economic backgrounds that are integrally
related to the emergence of Romanticism.
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Mid- length Questions: 12 marks
1. How did the term ‘romantic’ come into use?

2. In what way did the Romantic writers combine their love for nature and love
for humanity?

3. What changes can be found in the language of Romantic poetry?
Short Questions: 6 marks
1. Discuss any three of the features of English Romantic movement.
2. What are the two movements that had strong influence on Romanticism?

3. What do you understand by Hellenism? Name the poet who was largely influ-
enced by Hellenism.

1.1.9. Suggested Reading

Bowra, Maurice. Romantic Imagination

Daiches, David. A Critical History of English Literature.

Ford, Boris, ed . From Blake to Byron: The New Pelican Guide to English Literature.
Legouis and Cazamian. History of English Literature.

Trevelyan, G.M. Social History of England.
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Unit-2 0 Romantic Poetry

Structure:

1.2.0: Introduction

1.2.1: Precursors of Romanticism
1.2.2: Features of Romantic Poetry
1.2.3: Romantic Theory of Poetry
1.2.4: The Romantic Poets

1.2.5: Summing Up

1.2.6: Comprehension Exercises

1.2.7: Suggested Reading

1.2.0. Introduction

This module aims to give you an overview of Romantic poetry, beginning with
the Precursors of Romanticism, so that you get an idea of the gradual shift from
neoclassical poetry to romantic poetry. We shall first discuss the features of Romantic
Poetry and then focus on the major poets of the era. We hope this will help you to get
the essential ideas regarding the Romantic poets before you go on to study the poems of
the individual poets in Module 2.

1.2.1. Precursors of Romanticism

As you have seen in the Units on poetry in Paper 4, the eighteenth century
which is also called the age of ‘prose and reason’ is sometimes called the age of
neoclassicism. It was marked by decorum, rigidity and discipline in writing. However,
there is, you remember, no need to think that the romantic tendencies were completely
non-existent in that age. In the later part of the eighteenth century a significant change
could be traced in the ethos of poetry and literature at large. A new sensibility and
temper were at work, particularly with the younger poets, who gradually began to liberate
themselves from the neoclassical bent of mind and the all-encompassing influence of
Pope and Dryden. It is true that they could not cut themselves off completely from the
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neoclassical influence. However, there was a blending of the old conventions of the
neoclassical past and the elements of romanticism as far as selection of subject matter,
verse patterns, choice of form and content of are concerned. These poets are called
transitional poets or the Precursors of the Romantic Revival. Recall briefly the poetry
of Thomson and Gray and you will get the essence of what is being said here.

Don’t you feel that in comparison or contrast to poets like Dryden and Pope,
these poets put more emphasis on the elements of imagination, passion and emotional
exuberance rather than on intellectuality? Why do you think was it so? For them poetry
was largely dependent on inspiration. Nature played a crucial role in their poetic
compositions and there was a growing interest in antiquity, especially the Middle Ages.
The focus was on individualism and democratic spirit was a new element that was
making itself evident, surpassing the strict rhetorical rigours of 18" century poetry.
Hence their poems were subjective. There was remarkable deviation as far as the poetic
structure was concerned. There were experimentations with new stanza forms and
measures which were primarily reactions against heroic couplets, the chosen form of
major neoclassical poetry.

The writers belonging to this group are James Thomson, Oliver Goldsmith,
Thomas Percy, Thomas Chatterton, James Macpherson, Thomas Gray, William
Collins, William Cowper, George Crabbe, Robert Burns and William Blake.
Thomson’s Seasons, as you know by now, is an important contribution to the romantic
trend of writing and is marked by sympathetic depictions of the people, farmers and
shepherds, who live close to nature. Thomson presents English rural scenes realistically,
not in the standardised pastoral tradition modelled on Classical poets like Virgil or
Theocritus. His handling of new subjects, his rich imaginative fervour, his fondness for
nature and his selection of blank verse and Spenserian stanza instead of heroic couplet
make Thomson a true precursor of Romanticism. Goldsmith foreshadows the romantics
of the early nineteenth century with his sentiment of love and sympathy for the poor
villagers and a note of melancholy. The Deserted Village of Goldsmith gives us an
early glimpse of the changes taking place in the traditional village life, and nostalgia
for the old rural ways in ways which anticipate the attitudes and concerns of the romantics.

Bishop Thomas Percy was a scholar with antiquarian interests. He edited and published
a collection of ballads, metrical romances and historical songs under the title Reliques
of Ancient English Poetry (1765) which included poems ranging from the Middle Ages
to the reign of Charles I. This compilation had tremendous influence on the Romantic
poets . Robert Burns was inspired to write in the Scottish dialect. Coleridge’s and Keats’s
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medievalism drew from this source. Percy himself was largely influenced by  the
immense popularity of an earlier publication—James Macpherson’s Ossian. Ossian
is a cycle of poems on Irish mythology, which Macpherson claimed to have collected
from word-of mouth Scots Gaelic and translated. This claim was untrue. The poems
were written by Macpherson himself. But the book was to inspire the Romantics’ interest
in the past, as well as the Gaelic Revival later, i.e. an attempt, in Ireland to revive the
Gaelic language and culture.

The growing interest in antiquity is best illustrated in the tragic life of Thomas
Chatterton. The young aspiring writer imitated the dialect of medieval English and
published a collection of poems written supposedly by a 15" century medieval monk,
Thomas Rowley The forgery, accepted in good faith first, was soon detected . Chatterton’s
later suicide turned him into a tragic victim figure for the Romantics. Wordsworth,
Shelley, Coleridge, all commemorated him in their poetry. Macpherson ‘s translations
of Scottish poems titled Fragments of Ancient Poetry, Fingal, an Epic poem in six books
and Temora, an Epic Poem in eight books carry the readers to a world of supernaturalism
and heroism, a world which is also touched by a note of melancholy, a world placed in
stark opposition to the rational world of Pope.

Thomas Gray (1716-1771) is one of the most important poets of the late 18" century.
He is typical of the transition poets in his simultaneous love of tradition and exploration
of novelty in poetry. His contemporaries appreciated the fine craftsmanship, reflective
morality and classical echoes of ‘An Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’. But in its
rustic setting and expression of feeling for the obscure, common, rural human beings, it
anticipates the Romantics. There is a splendid reflection of the democratic spirit with
the inclusion of trivial and humble aspects of life which were unthinkable as subject
matters of poetry earlier. His poems like ‘The Bard’ and ‘The Progress of Poesy’ depict
the poet as an inspired poetic genius like the Romantics do. Moreover, both in his use of
the form of the Pindaric ode in these poems and in using medieval Welsh material, he
was exploring areas beyond the taste parameters of neo-classism.

In William Collins (1721-1759) also we find a combination of both the neoclassical
and the romantic elements. He excels in portraying the supernatural world of shadows
as his poem ‘Ode on the Popular Superstitions of the Highlands” shows us. Collins ‘s
choice of the form of the ode, both the simpler stanzaic Horatian and the more complex
Pindaric, rather than the heroic couplet , his admiration for Shakespeare, Spenser, Milton
rather than for Edmund Waller, a much- admired neo-classical poet, mark his turning
away from the Pope-Dryden tradition. In Ode on the Poetical Character his concept of
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poetry is essentially Romantic; it is divinely inspired, the product of Imagination,
impassioned and full of insight. We quote below an short extract from this poem:

Young Fancy thus, to me divinest name,
To whom, prepared and bathed in Heav’n,
The cest of amplest power is giv’n,
To few the godlike gift assigns,
To gird their blessed, prophetic loins,
And gaze her visions wild, and feel unmixed her flame!

In an anonymous letter to a periodical William Cowper (1731-1800) anticipates
Wordsworth’s later attack on neo- classical poetic diction. He criticises Pope’s translation
of Homer’s epics in heroic couplets, saying that Pope had put Homer in a straightjacket.
Cowper’s poetry combines the spirit of the new and the form of the old. His satires are
largely imitations of Pope but as far as his phenomenal work The Task is concerned, it
is an original work. An essential simplicity and love of nature are the chief features of
this work. A simple but deep love for the countryside and details of description may
seem to you almost like those in say a Wordsworth poem that you must have read
earlier, or will read in this Paper. Read a few lines from The Task below:

...hedge-row beauties numberless, squat tow’r,
Tall spire, from which the sound of cheerful bells
Just undulate upon the list’ning ear,

Groves, heaths and smoking villages, remote...

George Crabbe (1751-1832) is a very interesting figure among the transition poets.
His work is a witness to his love, care and concern for the poor villagers. In some ways
his work can be viewed as a continuation of the neoclassical tradition because he stuck
to the heroic couplet. His poetic sensibility was very Augustan in texture. In the preface
to his Tales he says that his poems are addressed to ‘the plain sense and sober judgment’
of his readers and not to their ‘fancy and imagination’. Nevertheless, he plays an
important role in bringing about the changes in poetry. In The Parish Register and The
Borough Crabbe wrote character sketches through simple anecdotes. In Tales and Tales
from the Hall we get complex short stories in verse about different kinds of people.
Crabbe went beyond the boundaries of Augustan poetry in two major ways. He chose
for his character sketches, not people who were aristocratic and important, but from the
middle and working classes. The Cambridge History of English Literature says, he
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showed that the world of plain fact and common life could be worthy material for
literature. His poems gave fine details of the characters he created whereas Augustan
poetic taste preferred generalities rather than details. He was friendly with writers of
both the earlier and the later generations. Wordsworth said Crabbe’s poetry would last
‘from its combined merit as truth and poetry’. Byron said he was ‘Nature’s sternest
painter, yet the best. ¢

Robert Burns (1759-1796) was a Scottish poet. His poems are suffused with romantic
lyricism, spontaneity and love for nature. His most famous composition is Poems, Chiefly
in the Scottish Dialect. His choice of subjects as well as in his use of Scots dialect, his
use of the ballads of folk tradition, all mark him as a very important figure of the
Transition. The gentle and ironic comic tone of poems like Holy Willie’s Prayer, in
which Burns ironically criticises Scottish Calvinism, is very much a part of the Eighteenth
century tradition of English poetry. In poems like these he deals with human nature and
behaviour, and not with personal feelings. But the choice of perennial themes like death,
old age, love ,suffering in most of his poems, the simple, commonplace persons and
their dull, commonplace lives that his poems present with such amazing sympathy, the
assertion of the dignity of the common man and the importance of the language he
speaks, are distinctive features of the Romantic Revival. His fine spirit of liberty is
seen in lines like

The rank is but the guinea’s stamp
The man’s the gowd for a’ that

Not only common and poor people, as in ‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’, even forms of
lowly animals and insects are subjects treated with sympathetic humour. In “To a Mouse’
we find the oft-quoted lines:

The best laid plans 0’ mice and men
Gang oft agley

Just notice for yourselves the amazing range of nature’s creations that are now
becoming subjects of poetry!

William Blake is perhaps the most remarkable figure of this group. He was certainly
the most original. His verses are marked by world of phantoms which he considered to
be even more real than the physical world we inhabit. His love for nature and longing
for childhood put him in the same league as the other Romantics. But he remained
markedly individualistic in everything he did. As a child he saw angels in a vision .The
unique capacity for vision which remained with him all his life, was in fact an assertion
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of the primacy of Imagination. He refused to be bound by the single truth of the rational
faculty, as Blake expressed in a letter to his friend Thomas Butts:
Now I a fourfold vision see
And a fourfold vision is given to me
It was imagination which enabled us to see the wonder of the created world:
To see the world in a grain of sand
And heaven in a wild flower
Hold infinity in the palm of your hand
And eternity in an hour.
Blake was an ardent champion of liberty, a radical in his political views and a great
supporter of the American and French Revolutions. His visionary quality did not
make him a dreamer; rather ,it made him see the ills of his world with greater clarity
and foresee a better future in which tyranny would be destroyed. In the later prophetic
books he projects this vision. ‘London’ expresses his indignation at contemporary
forms of exploitation.
In every cry of every Man,
In every Infants cry of fear,
In every voice: in every ban,
The mind-forg’d manacles I hear.
In ‘Jerusalem’ he shows revolutionary fervour which anticipates the younger Romantics
like Shelley. Blake comes very close to Shelley in his dream of an ideal world devoid of
any differences and marked by love and harmony.
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

Poetical Sketches, Songs of Innocence and Songs of Experience are some of his
famous works and are considered to be some of the best examples of typically romantic
lyricism. You will be reading some of Blake’s poems in this module and will get a
chance to be better acquainted with him.
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A Quick Recapitulation

The eighteenth century which is also called the age of ‘prose and reason’
was the age of neoclassicism marked by decorum, rigidity and discipline in
writing. . In the later part of the eighteenth century a new sensibility and
temper were at work, particularly with the younger poets, who gradually
began to liberate themselves from the neoclassical bent of mind and the all-
encompassing influence of Pope and Dryden. There was a blending of the
old conventions of the neoclassical past and the elements of romanticism as
far as selection of subject matter, verse patterns and treatment are concerned
in their writing. These poets are called transitional poets or the Precursors
of the Romantic Revival. The major writers belonging to this group are
James Thomson, Oliver Goldsmith, Thomas Percy, Thomas Chatterton,
James Macpherson, Thomas Gray, William Collins, William Cowper, George
Crabbe, Robert Burns and William Blake.

1.2.2. Features of Romantic Poetry

From the previous sub-unit, you must have gathered the winds of change that were
affecting the poetic ethos as one moves from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century.
Let us now try and assimilate what the basic features of Romantic poetry were.

The Romantic era in England stretches tentatively from the late eighteenth century to
the mid nineteenth century. This period produced some of the most eminent and
influential poets whose penetrating emotions and philosophical insight created magic
in their writings and created real masterpieces in the entire range of English literature.
Their love for nature, use of passionate language, compassion for humanity, depiction
of the so-called unheroic characters in their poems were certain salient features of the
Romantic movement in literature. This age laid more emphasis on emotion rather than
on reason, on liberty and emancipation rather than on decorum and traditional norms.
Other notable features include focus on individuality, individual will and value of
immediate experience rather than on social conventions and generalised experiences.
Another significant point which needs to be mentioned here is the nostalgia and
fascination for everything distant in time and place. The poems were tinged with
richness of imagination and marked by a strong spirit of revolt against the shackles of
neoclassical rules.

36



The willingness to explore areas beyond accepted standards of social behaviour resulted
in an expansion of the themes and subjects of literature. Dreams, visions, the supernatural,
madness, the insights and experiences of childhood—all these become serious subjects
of literature. The treatment of people’s lives in geographically remote lands in poems
like Byron’s ‘Childe Harold’, the imaginative reconstruction of past history in Scott
were all fruits of the Romantic liberation of Imagination.

1.2.3. Romantic Theory of Poetry

John Stuart Mill, the English philosopher, political economist and civil servant whose
ideas of liberty profoundly influenced the Romantic movement, in his Thoughts on
Poetry and its Variations, stated that ‘Poetry is the thought and the words in which
emotion spontaneously embodies itself’. Wordsworth, taking a clue from this thought
process, developed his own theory of poetry which was published as the Preface to the
Lyrical Ballads. You will read this in detail in Module 4 Unit 1 of this paper. Two
remarkable statements of Wordsworth which can be considered as the foundation stone
of Romantic poetry are: ‘All good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful
feeling’ and poetry ‘takes its origin from the emotion recollected in tranquillity’.
According to Wordsworth, being inspired is essential for writing a poem and this
inspiration helps a poet to bring forth his ideas spontaneously and create poetry of great
order. This stress on spontaneity is in sharp contrast to the basic tenets of Neoclassicism
.Wordsworth also spoke about the language of poetry in the Preface. He said that as far
as possible, he had tried to write poetry in a selection of language really used by men.
Although Coleridge refuted many of Wordsworth’s views about the language of poetry,
the opinion shows how the Romantics were going beyond the limits set by neoclassical
poetry. From the observations of the other Romantics too, for example from Coleridge’s
essays in Biographia Literaria, Shelley’s Defense of Poetry or Keats’s letters a new
and different view of poetry and the poet emerges in the early nineteenth century.

1.2.4. The Romantic Poets

To begin a discussion about the Romantic poets it becomes imperative to talk
about William Wordsworth at the very beginning because he was not only a major
poet of the Romantic age but also its most important theoretician. The charm of
Wordsworth’s poems lies in the fact that they give to the so-called mundane or even
mean subjects a newness, vividness and dignity. Wordsworth was always fascinated by
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the simple trivial things and the beauties of nature present in the countryside or amongst
the common people. His delineation of human nature and the philosophical approach to
life create such a great impact because they are marked by a penetrating simplicity. His
‘Tintern Abbey’ and ‘Ode on Intimations of Immortality’ are brilliant examples of the
mystical relationship between nature and human soul. These poems also deal with the
concept of Pantheism, that is, an awareness of the benign presence of the Omnipotent
in all the tiny aspects of nature. The poems are touched by the spiritual bliss attained by
humanity by gaining in this awareness of the presence of divinity in all things perceptible.
Another remarkable feature of Wordsworth’s poems was his use of a language which
was very unlike neoclassical poetic language. Wordsworth’s claim that he was using
the language of the common man was not , as Coleridge pointed out and as later critics
have corroborated, not strictly correct. But certainly, in comparison with the formality
and frequent artificiality of much neoclassical poetry, his poems are marked by
simplicity and a directness that goes to the heart . Sometimes, his conscious attempt to
write in the ordinary, everyday language spoken by humdrum humanity resulted in bad
poems, for example , “The Thorn’ in the Lyrical Ballads.

In the year 1793 Wordsworth’s poems were first published in the collections An
Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches. The year 1795 was a significant year in
Wordsworth’s life because this was the year in which he met Samuel Taylor
Coleridge with whom he became a close friend) and the result of this was the Lyrical
Ballads (1798), one of the seminal works in English Romantic movement. This volume
did not contain the names of Wordsworth or Coleridge as authors. Wordsworth’s ‘Tintern
Abbey’ and Coleridge’s ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ were included in this volume.
The second edition which was published in 1800 listed only Wordsworth as the author
and included a preface to the poems. In the preface of the 1802 edition Wordsworth
elaborates on the elements of a new kind of verse based on the language spoken by
common men and also states his definition of poetry as ‘the spontaneous overflow of
powerful feelings’. The final edition was published in 1805. Wordsworth’s philosophical
inclination, particularly in his works like The Prelude and ‘Tintern Abbey’, has been
the source of much critical discussions. Wordsworth’s poems treat the seminal issues of
the Romantic Revival: love of nature, belief in the healing powers of nature. a holistic
view of the relationship of man and the world, liberty, dignity of the common man, the
poet’s individual sensibility and its creative expression in poetry. He shows a surprising
awareness of the problems of the changing social situation. We find in his poems themes
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like the transition from agrarian to urban life, the decay of a close-knit rural community
and its effect on the individual, the dangers to the individual from an industrial,
technological society. These give to his poems a living relevance for us.

William Wordsworth

William Wordsworth was one of the major English Romantic poets who,
along with Samuel Taylor Coleridge, played a major role in initiating the
Romantic Age in English literature with their joint publication Lyrical
Ballads

Born: April 7, 1770, Cockermouth, United Kingdom
Died: April 23, 1850, Cumberland, United Kingdom

Samuel Taylor Coleridge is mainly remembered for the depiction of exotic, strange
and unreal events and incidents in poetry. He portrayed the mysterious in the more
famous of his poems. ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ is an excellent example of this
kind. Another characteristic of Coleridge’s poetry is his love for the distant in time and
place and that is brilliantly projected in his poems ‘Kubla Khan” and ‘Christabel’. This
love for the past brings Coleridge close to the extravagance and splendour depicted by
the Elizabethans. He, much like Wordsworth, was against the spirit of the eighteenth
century neoclassical poetry and believed in the immediacy of the sensation. Coleridge’s
Conversational Poems like ‘The Eolian Harp’ (1795), ‘Reflections on having left a Place
of Retirement’ (1795), ‘This Lime-Tree Bower my Prison’ (1797), ‘Frost at
Midnight” (1798) are regarded by many critics as Coleridge’s finest verses where blank
verse has been employed with utmost skill and expertise.

Coleridge’s main contribution to the Romantic Movement was to initiate a reaction
against the mechanistic psychology of the eighteenth century. He revived the older
tradition of Platonism and introduced the new German idealistic philosophy to England.
His major poems explore the unconscious workings of the mind, what he called ‘the
terra incognita of our nature’. You will find this in the poems we have named above. He
did not claim the prophet’s status for poets as Blake, Wordsworth and Shelley do. His
poems present the quintessence of Romanticism in two ways. First, he captures the
strange magic of the supernatural in a way unequalled by any other poet; second, his
poems can convey with a remarkable intimacy his personal feelings and circumstances,
his self-doubts , his difficulties, his hopes and his fears which establish a close bond
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between the poet and the reader. We give below a few lines from his poem, “This Lime-
Tree Bower’, My Prison, addressed to his friend Charles Lamb

. and sometimes
"Tis well to be bereft of promis’d good,
That we may lift the soul, and contemplate

With lively joy the joys we cannot share.

Another major contribution of Coleridge to the field of poetry was his literary criticism.
In the essays of the Biographia Literaria He was an extraordinarily talented person.
Because of personal problems and his opium addiction his poetic output was fragmentary
but more than any other of the Romantics he was responsible for bringing about a
revolution in literary thought that gave primacy to imagination as the sovereign creative
power. He made the now famous differentiation between ‘fancy’ and ‘imagination’ and
between ‘primary imagination” and ‘secondary imagination’. He defined ‘fancy’ as “a
mode of memory emancipated from the order of time and space’. Coleridge seems to
consider ‘fancy’ something like the eighteenth century concept of ‘wit’. ‘Imagination’
on the other hand he calls “the shaping and modifying power”. ‘Primary imagination’
was perception through the senses. ‘Secondary imagination” was the faculty of poetic
vision. He took from the German Romantics the concept of poetry as an independent
organic growth. He was primarily responsible for re-establishing the Elizabethans’ literary
reputation and enthroning Shakespeare as the greatest creative genius. A Shakespeare
play, he said, grows from within, like a tree does.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Samuel Taylor Coleridge was a famous English poet, literary critic and
philosopher who, along with his friend William Wordsworth, can be
considered to be the pioneer of the Romantic Movement in England. He
was also one of the Lake Poets.

Born: October 21, 1772, Ottery St Mary, United Kingdom
Died: July 25, 1834, Highgate, United Kingdom

Another poet who had immense admiration for the distant past was Sir Walter Scott.
He also possessed deep love for his native country, Scotland, and composed several
narrative poems highlighting the virtuous and vigorous lives of the simple folks of his
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country in the past before they lost the simplicity due to the advent of the modern
civilization. His poems reflect the poet’s interest in the ancient ballads of his land. His
imagination was fed by fairy tales oriental and Gothic romances and the folklore and
ballads of the Scottish Highlands. The Lay of the Last Minstrel, published in 1805, was
immensely popular with the reading public. The Lady of the Lake and Marmion are
other reputed works of Scott. He was most at home in the surroundings of Scotland and
when he chose backgrounds and stories outside Scotland, was not very successful .
Rokeby, set in Yorkshire or The Vision of Don Roderick, about the last of the Goths,
were not popular. Scott was not an innovator so far as the language of poetry was
concerned. He wrote mainly in rimed octosyllables, using variations of the ballad metre.
His characterisation was not subtle, but he had great narrative power.

Walter Scott

Sir Walter Scott, 1st Baronet, FRSE was primarily reputed as a Scottish
historical novelist. He was also a playwright and poet. Scott was the first
English-language author who acquired a truly international fame in his
lifetime.
Born: August 15, 1771, Edinburgh, United Kingdom
Died: September 21, 1832, Abbotsford House, United Kingdom

A poet who deserves mention along with Wordsworth and Coleridge as an early
Romantic is Robert Southey. Southey is a forgotten poet now but in the early 19".
century he enjoyed a fairly high reputation and was even nominated poet laureate long
before Wordsworth. Unfortunately for him, his more ambitious work is hardly ever
read now, and in fact, is not very readable. But some of his shorter poems are fairly
popular anthology pieces. Southey was a close friend of both Wordsworth and Coleridge
and the latter was also his brother-in-law. He was generally included with them as one
of the lake poets But Southey ‘s poetry is closer in spirit and style to the poetry of
Scott than to Wordsworth’s. In fact, he did not agree with Wordsworth’s views about
the subject and language of poetry. One of the leading romantic critics of the next
generation, Thomas De Quincey, in his assessment presents Southey as very different
from and much inferior to either Wordsworth or Coleridge. You will read more on this
in Module 4 Unit 3 of this paper.

Like his more illustrious friend, Southey also was a radical and an ardent admirer of the
revolutionary spirit. Like Wordsworth he too became a conservative later on. In fact, he
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became so pro-establishment that he virulently attacked those writers who dared oppose
or criticise the government. This drew down harsh scorn on him from later writers like
Byron and Hazlitt. From the pieces written in his radical youth we may mention The
Fall of Robespierre (1794), Joan of Arc (1796), and a two-act drama, Wat Tyler. In
later years he wrote a number of long epic poems in the romantic vein: Thalaba (1801),
Madoc (1805), The Curse of Kehama (1810), Roderick, the Last of the Goths (1814), A
Tale of Paraguay (1825). The exotic locales and picturesque details pleased his
contemporaries. But they lack the high imagination of Coleridge or Keats or the passion
of Byron. Moreover, his style of versification is careful but pedestrian. He wrote both
rhymed and unrhymed verse and it was from the unrhymed Pindaric verse of Thalaba that
Shelley borrowed the irregular metre of Queen Mab. His works as a poet laureate are
pretty bad. One poem, ‘A Vision of Judgment’ (1821) written on the death of king George
III, in which he depicts the late king being gloriously received in heaven is only
remembered because Byron wrote a brilliant parody of it. His early ballad- like pieces
like The Old Woman of Berkeley, St. Michael’s Chair, The Devil’s Walk however have
an attractive racy narrative style. He had a touch of humour which these poems show,
but which is unfortunately absent in the longer poems. We have put here below a few
lines from his very well-known early anti- war poem, ‘After Blenheim’ (1796). You
may find the full poem in most anthologies. The poem shows how famous battles are
meaningless, they only result in the deaths of thousands of common men. An old man
tells his grandchildren of the great victory of the British forces under the Duke of
Marlborough but has no answer for the persistent question of his little grandson.

“But what good came of it at last?”
Quoth little Peterkin :—
“Why, that I cannot tell”, said he,

“But ‘twas a famous victory”.

Robert Southey

A contemporary of the earlier poets, Southey is remembered in the capacities
of a poet, historian, biographer and essayist. He was Poet Laureate for 30
years from 1813 to his death in 1843. His life resembles Wordsworth in
much of his beliefs, and must be acknowledged as a critical theoretician of
Romantic poetry.

Born : August 12, 1774, Bristol

Died : March 21, 1843, London
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A period of time separates the second generation of romantic poets from the first. The
second group includes Lord Byron, Percy Bysshe Shelley and John Keats.

Byron was different from his other two contemporaries because of his satirical
bent of writing and a penetratingly strong sense of social realism. His poems like Don
Juan captured the actions and feelings of great minds trapped in this trivial and petty
world. Don Juan, a poem of seventeen cantos, is considered Byron’s magnum opus and
is often regarded as the epic of its time. This work has reflections of the contemporary
world at multiple levels- political, social, ideological and literary. Byron’s poems are
marked by cynicism and irony. He was probably the only poet among the Romantics
who had a deep regard for Pope. Byron despised Wordsworth for his moral solemnity
and had no taste for either the poetry of Shelley, who was his friend or of Keats.
Nevertheless his poetry is fundamentally Romantic in the way he asserts his individuality
in it. His characters are all out of the ordinary: Childe Roland, the restless wanderer,
Manfred, a mysterious figure of guilt and sorrow. He and Blake are the two Romantics
who question and challenge the values of safety and prudence. Byron always sympathises
with the impudent and the adventurous including himself. Childe Harold;’s Pilgrimage
and The Isles of Greece show his remarkable historical imagination, interweaving the
past with the present.

Byron, like Scott, was immensely popular on the Continent and influenced French and
German poets. His personal life was highly colourful, tinged with scandals, and the
term ‘Byronic’ came to mean a person who was adventurous, daring, passionate, moody
and cynical.

George Gordon Byron

George Gordon Byron, 6th Baron Byron, later George Gordon Noel, 6th
Baron Byron, FRS, popularly known as Lord Byron, was a reputed English
poet and one of the important contributors to the Romantic movement.
He died in Greece, where he was aiding the Greek freedom fighters in their
struggle against Turkey.

Born: January 22, 1788, Dover, United Kingdom
Died: April 19, 1824, Missolonghi, Greece

Percy Bysshe Shelley, the great social revolutionary of his time was closely related
to the other Romantics as far as their seriousness of temperament was concerned.
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Shelley’s poems are centred on two primary ideas. He had the firm conviction that the
torture inflicted by rulers, the shackles of customs and the fetters laid down by
superstitions are the chief enemies of human beings and it is the inherent goodness of
human beings that alone has the potential to eradicate all sorts of evil influences from
this world and bring in an era of unconditional and pure love. Prometheus Unbound, a
verse drama, illustrates these features Shelleyan poetry in an extensive way. Shelley’s
love for the ideal and his imaginative flight to give shape to abstractions find poignant
expression in his poems like ‘To a Skylark’ and ‘Ode to the West Wind’. He is considered
to be one of the finest lyric poets in the entire range of English literature.

Shelley possessed the romantic tendency of focussing on his individual self to an
extraordinary extent. The strong self-absorption which is one of the reasons for the
twentieth century literary critics’ disparagement of Shelley, can be found in the shorter
lyrics as well in longer poems like Adonais, an elegy written on the death of Keats. At
the same time, in Alastor, he shows his awareness of the problem of this self-absorption.
Alastor depicts the tragic fate of those who indulge in self-centred seclusion. His
voluminous readings in philosophy, science, religion, mythology and his political
sympathies often clog up his poetry. He loved moving aspects of nature, like clouds,
winds, waterfalls, storms, and his poetry leaves us with the impression of an ever-
changing sensibility confronting a changing world.It was the lack of clarity of his poetry,
the constant attempt to burden it with his theories which prompted Keats to tell him to
curb his magnanimity, be more of an artist and load every rift of his poem with ore.

Percy Bysshe Shelley is one of the major English Romantic poets. He is
considered to be one of the finest lyric poets in the English language.

Born: August 4, 1792, Horsham, United Kingdom
Died: July 8, 1822, Lerici, Italy

John Keats’s short life and shorter poetic career were totally dedicated to poetry.
Keats was probably the best of the Romantics in his capacity for expressing immediate
sensation in his poems. His poems can be described as responses to sensuous impressions.
A brilliantly receptive writer, unfortunately because of his premature death, his exquisite
and powerful genius could not be fully realised. Some of his best poems like The Eve of
St. Agnes, ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’ and ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ were all composed during
the fag end of his life. It is unfortunate that Keats’ poems were not appreciated by critics
during his lifetime. However, after his death, his reputation grew to such an extent that
by the end of the nineteenth century he turned into one of the most popular and beloved
among the English poets
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Keats possessed a unique habit of mind, which was characterised by a marvellous sense
of the particular, and a scrupulous fidelity the object of attention, whether it was a
landscape or a feeling He is the best exemplar of the Romantic organic idea of poetry.
Poetry, he said, ‘should be great and unobtrusive, a thing which enters into one’s soul,
and does not startle it or amaze it with itself, but with its subject”. He did reach this
objective in his best odes. While his early poems like ‘Sleep and Poetry’ and Endymion
are full of a superabundance of sensuous details, the odes show a growing discipline,
and in the ode ‘To Autumn’ he creates a perfect piece, form and meaning coalescing
seamlessly, and the descriptive word-picture of autumn becomes the message and
meaning of the poem .

John Keats was one of the leading English Romantic poets. He was a key
figure amongst the second generation of Romantic poets along with Lord
Byron and Percy Bysshe Shelley. Though his work was published only four
years before his death he is one of the most important poets of the Romantic
era.

Born: October 31, 1795, Moorgate, City of London, United Kingdom
Died: February 23, 1821, Rome, Italy

1.2.5. Summing Up

» The Romantic era in England stretches tentatively from the late eighteenth century
to the mid nineteenth century. This period produced some of the most eminent
and influential poets whose penetrating emotions and philosophical insight
created magic in their writings and created real masterpieces in the entire range
of English literature.

» Their unconditional love for nature, employment of passionate language,
compassion for humanity, depiction of the so-called unheroic characters in the
poems were certain salient features of the Romantic writers.

» This age always laid more emphasis on emotion than reason, liberty and
emancipation than artificiality and norms.

» William Wordsworth was not only one major poet of the Romantic age but also
its most important theoretician.

» Coleridge excelled in the depiction of exotic, strange and unreal events and
incidents.
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» Another poet who had immense admiration for the distant was Sir Walter Scott.

» Another group of romantics who were revolutionary in spirit throughout their

poetic careers is known as the second generation of Romantic poets. This group
includes Lord Byron, Percy Bysshe Shelley and John Keats.

1.2.6. Comprehension Exercises

Long questions- 20 marks

1.
2.

4.

Who were the Precursors of Romanticism? Why were they called so?

Name the major Romantic Poets. Discuss their contribution to Romantic poetry
with special reference to any three of them.

Discuss some of the ways in which the Pre-Romantics deviated from neo-
classical literary norms.

Analyse the socio-political background of the Romantic revival

Mid-length questions- 12 marks

1.

N R

Discuss briefly Wordsworth’s contribution to the Romantic theory of poetry.

In which year was Lyrical Ballads first published? What were the changes
incorporated in the subsequent editions?

Discuss , with examples , some of the features of 19" century Romantic poetry.
What were the chief features of the poetry of Keats?

What was Byron’s contribution to the Romantic Movement?

Discuss Coleridge as a Romantic poet and critic.

Comment on Shelley as a Romantic poet.

Short Questions-6 marks

l.

2
3.
4

Mention two major features of neo-classical literature.
Comment on the impact of the French Revolution on the Romantic Movement.
How did Percy and Chatterton influence the Romantics?

Assess Sir Walter Scott as a poet.
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Unit - 3 1 Romantic Prose

Structure
1.3.0: Introduction
1.3.1: The Romantic Essay
1.3.2: Characteristics of the Romantic Essay
1.3.2a: Charles Lamb
1.3.2b: Thomas De Quincey
1.3.2¢: William Hazlitt
1.3.3: The Romantic Novel
1.3.3a: Jane Austen
1.3.3b: Walter Scott and the Historical Novel
1.3.4: Miscellaneous Writers
1.3.5: Romantic Literary Criticism
1.3.5a: Wordsworth’s Preface to Lyrical Ballads
1.3.5b: Coleridge’s views on Imagination
1.3.5¢c: Shelley’s Defence of Poetry
1.3.6: Summing Up
1.3.7: Comprehension Exercises

1.3.8: Suggested Reading

1.3.0. Introduction

In this unit, we are going to discuss Romantic Prose with you. There will be three
distinct sections in this unit. In Section- I, we shall take a look at the Romantic essay.
Section - II will deal with the Romantic novel. Section— III will provide an analysis of
Romantic literary criticism.
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1.3.1. The Romantic Essay

In your earlier Papers you have seen the rise and development of the essay form in the
Elizabethan period and the 18" century. The Romantic essay developed into a distinct
literary genre which did not merely follow the tradition of the eighteenth century
Periodical essays, written by Joseph Addison, Richard Steele and others. It would be
interesting to note how the features of Romanticism that have been detailed in Unit 1
make themselves evident in this literary genre. At the outset of our discussion, we shall
briefly enumerate the characteristics of the Romantic essay and then we shall discuss
individual essayists and their contributions.

1.3.2. Characteristics of the Romantic Essay

» The Romantic essay was subjective and autobiographical.
» It explored the psychological state of the essayist.

» Like Romantic poetry, the romantic essay too was marked by spontaneity,
freedom of thought and intense humanism.

» Essays of the period were of different kinds. Some essays were confessional.
Some were in the form of literary reviews.

» The style of the essays was informal, chatty and conversational.

» The germs of the essays were deeply embedded in the development of
contemporary periodicals and magazines such as The Edinburgh Review, Critical
Journal, The London Magazine and Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine.

» Like the Romantic poets, the essayists revolted strongly against the eighteenth-
century conventions. They developed new styles and wrote on a wider range of
topics. Instead of describing the leisure pursuits of the upper and middle classes,
these essayists wrote about the lives of clerks, chimney-sweepers and prize-
fighters.

Let us now have a look at the major essayists of the period:
1.3.2a. Charles Lamb (1775-1834):

The works of Charles Lamb are usually divided into three periods. First, there are his
early literary efforts, including the poems signed “C.L.” in Coleridge’s Poems on Various
Subjects (1796), his romance Rosamund Gray (1798); his poetical drama John Woodvil
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(1802) and different other works in prose and poetry. The second period was largely
devoted to literary criticism. In this period, he wrote Tales from Shakespeare (1807) in
collaboration with his sister, Mary Lamb. His Specimens of English Dramatic Poets
Contemporary With Shakespeare appeared in 1808. The third and final period includes
Lamb’s personal essays, which are collected together in his Essays of Elia (1823), and
his Last Essays of Elia (1833). ‘Dream Children: A Reverie’, ‘The Superannuated Man’,
‘Old China’, ‘Praise of Chimney Sweepers’ are some of his memorable essays.

The style of all his essays is gentle, old-fashioned, and attractive but has a strong element
of sentimentalism. His essays are informal, conversational, chatty and personal. These
are characterized by the blend of fact and fiction, humour and pathos, use of Latinized,
old quaint expressions etc. Lamb was especially fond of old writers, and borrowed
from the style of Burton’s The Anatomy of Melancholy and from Sir Thomas Browne’s
Religio Medici and also from the early Elizabethan dramatists.

Lamb has enjoyed very high literary reputation up to the mid- 20" century. To modern
taste his essays might appear rather thin. There is a strong amount of self-idealisation in
his personal essays, as you will find when you read ‘Dream Children’ or ‘The
Superannuated Man’. There are superficial resemblances to Addison’s humour in ‘Mrs.
Battle’s Opinions on Whist’, but he lacks Addison’s sharp wit. The little touches of
nature love remind us that he was a close friend of Wordsworth and Coleridge.

1.3.2b. Thomas De Quincey (1785-1859):

In De Quincey the romantic element is even more prominent than in Charles Lamb, not
only in his literary and critical work, but also in his erratic and imaginative life. His
works may be divided into two broad categories. The first category encompasses his
numerous critical articles, and the second, his autobiographical sketches.

From a literary perspective, the most illuminating of De Quincey’s critical works is his
Literary Reminiscences (of the English Lake Poets). It contains brilliant appreciations
of Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, Keats, Hazlitt and Landor, as well as some interesting
studies of the literary figures of the preceding age. On the Knocking at the Gate in
Macbeth (1823) and On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts (1827) are among
the most remarkable of his long essays. These works have never been surpassed in their
psychological and imaginative acuity. The first work reveals his critical genius while
the second his grotesque and black humour. Among others, special mention may be
made of his Letters to a young man (1823), Joan of Arc (1847), The Revolt of the
Tartars (1840), and The English Mail Coach (1849).
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Of De Quincey’s autobiographical sketches, the best known is his Confessions of an
English Opium-Eater (1821). This is only partly a record of opium dreams, and its
chief interest lies in glimpse it gives us of De Quincey’s own life and wanderings.
Among other works, mention should be made of Suspiria de Profundis (1845), which
is primarily a record of gloomy and terrible dreams generated by opiates. The most
engrossing parts of Suspiria de Profundis are those in which we are brought face to face
with the strange feminine creations Levana, Madonna, Our Lady of Sighs, and Our
Lady of Darkness and these show De Quincey’s marvelous insight into dreams.
Autobiographical Sketches completes the revelation of the author’s own life and it
contains a series of nearly thirty articles which he collected in 1853. Among his
miscellaneous works are his novel Klosterheim Logic of Political Economy, the Essays
on style and Rhetoric, Philosophy of Herodotus, and his articles on Goethe, Pope, Schiller,
and Shakespeare which he contributed to the Encyclopedia Britannica. These
miscellaneous writings quite clearly demonstrate his wide range of subjects.

De Quincey’s style is mostly diffuse and digressive. He always deviates from the main
concern of his narrative and often indulges in triviality, which often makes him stop in
the midst of a marvelous paragraph to make some light comment or observation. He
displays a wide range of knowledge though it is often flawed and inaccurate. He was
deeply influenced by the Seventeenth-century writers, but he definitely attempted to
create a new style, combining the best elements of prose and poetry. Consequently, his
prose works are often, like those of Milton, more imaginative and melodious than some
kinds of poetry. He also wrote widely on the nature of dreams, and anticipates modern
psychological studies in relation to childhood experience and imaginative creation. He
is a link between the Romantics, with his Reflection of the Lake Poets, dating from the
mid-1830s, and the modern sensibility of such figures as Baudelaire in France and
Edgar Allan Poe in America.

1.3.2c.William Hazlitt (1778-1830):

His earliest writings consisted of miscellaneous philosophical and political works. He
is, with Coleridge, the foremost literary critic of the age. Both men recognized the
importance of journals in disseminating information and in reflecting on contemporary
issues, and both successfully responded to, and profitably indulged, the growing
metropolitan taste for public lectures. His reputation chiefly rests on the lectures and
essays on literary and general subjects all published between 1817 and 1825. Published
in 21 volumes, many of the essays are on topics which may no longer interest us. But
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there is a body of literary and social criticism which has stood the test of time. His
tastes were wide ranging. He was interested in literature, politics, painting and philosophy
and he pursued studies in all these areas. He was an early pioneer in arousing popular
interest in Shakespeare. He was not an inspired literary critic like Coleridge but he gave
the common reader sensible guidance. My First Acquaintance with Poets (1823) is a
delightful essay, conveying the pleasure and encouragement he received on meeting
Wordsworth and Coleridge. But his judgments on the older poets are always very
balanced. The main collections of his lectures are Characters of Shakespeare’s plays
(1817, 1818), Lectures on the English Poets (1818, 1819), Lectures on the English
Comic Writers (1819), and Lectures on the Dramatic Literature of the Age of Elizabeth
(1820). The Political Essays (1819) belonging to this period is probably the most
neglected of his first-rate books.

The best known part of Hazlitt’s work is the large mass of miscellaneous essays
contributed to different magazines and they were included in such familiar volumes as
The Round Table (1817), Table-Talk (1821-22), and The Plain Speaker (1826) — the last
two being hid first collections. Hazlitt is an equally sharp and original critic of his
literary and political contemporaries in the essays published as The Spirit of the Age in
1825. In this attempt to examine aspects of the Zeitgeist of a period that Hazlitt himself
sees as “an age of talkers, and not of doers”, he deals with twenty-five prominent
politicians, thinkers, and writers.

Hazlitt’s writings are remarkable for their fearless expression of an honest and individual
opinion, and, while he lacks the learned critical apparatus of many modern critics, he is
unsurpassed in his ability to communicate his own enjoyment, and in his gift for evoking
unnoticed beauties. His judgments are based on his emotional reactions rather than on
objectively applied principles. The catholicity of his taste embraces almost every major
English writer from Chaucer to his own day, most of them treated with a discrimination
and sympathetic insight which are not blunted by his obvious enthusiasm. Hazlitt’s
prose style strongly contrasts with the elaborate orchestration of the complex sentence
and the magic of the delicate word traceable in the writings of De Quincey. His brief
and abrupt sentences have the vigour and directness which his views demand. His lectures
have a manly simplicity, and something of the looseness of organization which is a
typical characteristic of good conversation. His diction is always pure and his expression
is always concise.
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1.3.3. The Romantic Novel

In this section we are going to discuss the history of the Romantic novel, its different
forms and two major writers Jane Austen and Sir Walter Scott. Although chronologically
Scott comes earlier, we are going to look at Austen first, because, in our view, she is
very close to the tradition of the eighteenth century novel.

1.3.3a. Jane Austen (1775-1817):

Jane Austen is one of the greatest novelists in English. She began writing light fiction,
partially parodying earlier writers’ works, especially the Gothic romances, before
publishing six novels between 1811 and 1818. One of the finest chronicles of English
country life and the social mores of the country squire and his family, Austen’s novels,
while enjoying a steady market and literary reputation in England, present to us a very
interesting problem . She is the one major English novelist who has been rather neglected
by European critics and who, unlike Scott or Dickens, has not had any impact on the
European novel. Later women novelists have been sharply divided over her; Charlotte
Bronte denouncing her as cold and superficial, George Eliot praising her subtly nuanced
writing. She explored themes of money, marriage, property, the status of women, the
dysfunctional nature of the English village and the decline of the gentry. Her description
of festivities, parties, marriage alliances, the countryside and clergy are unsurpassed
examinations of English social life at a particular point of time

We began by telling you that Austen’s novels, though they were written in the 19"
century, are temperamentally akin to the eighteenth century novel. Not only is her prose
closely modelled on the classical balance and restraint of the eighteenth century prose
writers, the social scene she depicts has, as Arnold kettle has said, “an atmosphere of
stability and security and also a certain complacent shortsightedness”. Austen’s own
times were neither stable nor secure in the old sense. The French Revolution had already
challenged the old established hegemony of the landed aristocracy. The Industrial
Revolution was on the way and a new powerful class— the industrial capitalists were
slowly coming up. Jane Austen was not impervious to the changes. There are subtle
references to the changes that seeped in and criticism of the shortcomings of the social
status quo but the social clashes lead to accommodation of interest and compromise. In
anovel like Emma, Jane Fairfax’s nightmare view of a governess’s job as ‘white slavery’
is resolved by the timely death of Frank Churchill’s aunt; in Mansfield Park, the West
Indian plantation of Sir Thomas Bertram remains remote, while Mansfield Park itself is
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foregrounded as a symbol of English values. The major novelists of the next generation
onwards the Bronte sisters, Dickens, Mrs. Gaskell, Thackeray, George Eliot would
focus on different forms of rebellion, both individual and social.

The chronology of Austen’s novels is not easy to follow, because her works were not
published in their order of composition. Her second published novel, Pride and Prejudice
(1813) is the most widely read of her novels. It combines a love story with the theme of
money, marriage, property and family fortunes It is a story of sisters and their marriages.
The novel chiefly explores the journey of Darcy and Elizabeth from a state of ignorance
to a state of enlightenment. Darcy’s pride and Elizabeth‘s prejudice act as obstacles in
their relationship  but, with misunderstandings resolved, and maturity of character
achieved, the novel finds a happy ending. The Elizabeth-Darcy love story is treated
with sparkling wit and humour and delicate observations on what marriage involves for
a woman.

Sense and Sensibility (1811) was the first of Austen’s major novels in order of publication,
and it shows the same general pattern. The novel contrasts the two states of reason and
emotion in two sisters, the highly self-controlled Elinor and the impulsive Marianne.
While Elinor chooses to be restrained in her demonstration of affection for Edward
Ferrars, Marianne is passionately open about her love for Willoughby. The vicissitudes
of the sisters’ love life and the debate between sense and sensibility constitutes the plot
of the novel. Northanger Abbey (1818), published after her death, was an earlier
composition. The novel is a marvelous burlesque of the Radcliffian and Gothic horror
tradition which was very popular at that time. Three other novels, Mansfield Park (1814),
Emma (1816), and Persuasion (1818) appeared in quick succession. Mansfield Park,
one of Austen’s more ambitious novels, takes for its theme the moral revival of a family
and culture. The Crawford’s represent, in Austen’s view, all that is wrong with the
English gentry — rivalry, dysfunctional marriages, hypocrisies, petty jealousies,
extravagances and immorality. Fanny Price is morally, ethically and intellectually superior
to anybody else. The novel is Austen’s most sustained exploration of property and
landscape in the English country society.

Emma is different from the other novels in having a heroine who is not in a financially
disadvantageous position. The heroine is a wealthy heiress conscious of her social role,
privileges and obligations. Emma’s abuse of her social power, especially at the cost of
her social inferiors, is the subject of Austen’s attack. Her intervention in the alliances
between various couples (Harriet and Martin, Harriet and Elton, Jane and Frank) and
finally her discovery that she is in love with Knightly (with whom Harriet has fallen in
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love) is the subject of some brilliant irony and characterization. Austen’s insight into
and the inner workings of the minds of the people is certainly one of the finest in
English Literature .Persuasion emphasizes the importance of the process of learning
and judging through which all her heroines pass .Anne Eliot is not only Austen’s
most astute literary critic, she is also her most discriminating woman character, the
one whose intelligence most effectively balances the merits of conflicting opinions,
ideas, impressions and feelings.

Austen’s skillfully constructed plots are severely unromantic. Life in her novels is
governed by an easy decorum, and moments of fierce passion, or even deep emotion,
never occur. Her characters are developed with minuteness and accuracy. They are
ordinary people, but are convincingly alive .Her characters are not types, butindividuals.
Her method of character portrayal is based on acute observation and a quiet but incisive
irony. Her male characters, both heroes and villains, have a certain family likeness. The
villains are handsome, sexually attractive and social climbers, her heroes, mainly from
the landowning gentry are disciplined and strongly aware of their social and familial
duties. Her female characters are almost unexpected in perfection of finish. Women
characters in her novels are intelligent, witty, vivacious, sparkling and resourceful and
they are comparable to women characters of William Shakespeare.

1.3.3b. Walter Scott and the Historical Novel

Whereas Jane Austen deliberately limited her area of concern, Sir Walter Scott (1771—
1832) opened up the novel to the full panorama of revolution, dissent, rebellion and social
change. Having written verse romances with great success for several years, he published
his first novel only in 1814, at the very end of the Napoleonic wars when Britain was
triumphant. Equally significantly, the settings of his novels are in the past, rather than
the immediate and highly troubled present. Scott wrote the largest selling historical
romances of his time and has remained one of the most popular authors for the reading
public well into the 20™ century. He made a great impact on the European novel, his
influence stretching from Tolstoy to Alexander Dumas. He wrote about the
transformation in Scottish society from the feudal-agrarian to the urban-rural. His tales
revolved around the themes of Scottish nationalism, the Civil War, class and feudal issues
in society as well as the Jacobite Rebellions. His novels combined realistic descriptions
with poetic representations. The combination of historical detail with imaginative plots
and evolved symbolism made for complex narratives laced with fact and fiction. Scott
adopted the medieval romance tradition of heroic narratives: the hero’s quest, his
adventures, themes of social status, courage, chivalry and virtue. That was his way of
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escape from the changes he disliked in his own society. In most cases however, he
substituted gentry or middle-class heroes for the knights of medieval romances. After
the Napoleonic wars, Britain entered a time of severe social unrest; of high
unemployment, of widening gaps between the rich and the poor, employers and workers,
upper, middle and lower classes. These contemporary concerns, vividly enunciated by
writers from the poet Shelley to the social campaigner William Cobbett, are not directly
present in Scott’s works. But at the same time, like all the other Romantic writers, he
hated the new industrial —commercial society that was coming up, not because, like the
young Wordsworth or like Shelley, he believed in equality, but because it was destroying
the old social ties, the paternalistic relation of landowners and peasantry.

His great achievement was the re-creation of the historical novel. In their attempts to
separate the novel as a species of realistic narrative from the non-realism of the medieval
romance, early novelists had either used historical material or had claimed fictional
narratives to be histories. The European Enlightenment and The Scottish Enlightenment
in Scott’s own home country has aroused a renewed interest in history and a more
comprehensive understanding of the past as a shaping force for the present. This interest
provided the inspiration for Scott’s historical novels. His own antiquarian interests and
his early upbringing in the Highlands, listening to the recapitulation of history in the
Border ballads, further deepened his interest in history as a living, vital spirit. He was
the ideal man to revitalize history in his novels in a way that can only be compared with
Shakespeare’s history plays.

Scott’s first great success was Waverley (1814), set in the turbulent years of Bonnie
Prince Charlie’s Jacobite Rebellion. Guy Mannering (1815) is a social novel, exploring
the eroding life of the Scottish gentry, Scottish nostalgia for an old way of life, under
threat from modernizing methods in the age of improvement comes through very clearly
in this novel. In The Antiquary (1816) he returned to the same theme, though he now
situated it within the Jacobin versus Anti-Jacobin tensions of the 1790s. His next major
work was Old Mortality (1816), anovel set in the 17" century and explored the religious
tensions of the 1650s. Rob Roy (1817) was set in the Scottish rebellion of 1715 and
dealt with the life of the Scottish hero Rob Roy MacGregor, and the Jacobite Rising of
1715. .The Heart of Midlothian (1818) takes for its background the Porteous riots of
1736 and locaes the tale of Davie Jeans, Jeanie Deans and Effie Deans on either side of
the 1707 Act of Union between England and Scotland . The Bride of Lammermoor
(1819) was a novel which was set against the backdrop of immediate aftermath of the
Act of Union. The novel is an excellent study in revenge theme.
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Scottreverted to English history with his best-known novel Ivanhoe (1819—20). Scott’s
nostalgic feeling for romance and chivalry of the medieval and early modern world was
manifested in Tales of the Crusaders (1825), The Talisman (1825) and The Betrothed
(1825). Woodstock (1826) was set in the traumatic years of England’s regicide and civil
war, dealing with Charles II ‘s escape during the Commonwealth and his triumphal
return in 1660. It was one of Scott’s most sustained analyses of the corruption of court
culture —plotting, dishonesty and seduction .Scott wrote other historical romances, but
failed to achieve the narrative density of his early and middle work. The Abbot, Kenilworth,
The Monastery and The Pirate were immensely popular at that time.

Scott’s writings lack some of the more obvious traits of 19" century romanticism. He
was not interested in nature, human beings came first for him. Nor does he use his poetry
or his fiction for any expression of the self. He was a strong believer in common sense
and disliked what he called “the parade of sentiment and feeling.” But his interest in
the past and love for romance are very romantic characteristics. Perhaps it is his broad
wide ranging sympathy for the lower classes of Scottish peasantry which best reflects
the spirit of the age in Scott’s fiction. The social life his novels span range from royalty
torustic folk. The Heart of Midlothian or Old Mortality show great events affecting both
high and low—the Duke of Argyll and Jeanie Deans or Claverhouse and the Headriggs.
The novels derive their life from a sense of real people and real issues, from Scott’s
genuine ability to see grand events of history from the common peasantry’s point of
view and the Scots language dialogue they speak in his Scottish novels. Scott’s
Romanticism lies in using the colloquial language and not only including the common
people, but seeing history through their eye.

1.3.4. Miscellaneous Writers

Apart from the leading essayists and novelists discussed already, there were numerous
prose writers and novelists who substantially contributed to the growth of Romantic
Prose. Among them mention may be made of Mary Shelley, wife of P. B. Shelley,
who is best known as the author of Frankenstein_(1818). This is a Gothic horror novel
and also an early example of science fiction where Mary Shelley takes the outer
format the tradition established in the late eighteenth century by Anne Radcliffe,
William Beckford and Horace Walpole but goes far beyond the form, using it to
explore the deepest recesses of human psychology, always stressing the macabre, the
unusual and the fantastic and preferring the realities of the subjective imagination.
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Maria Edgeworth’s (1767-1849) writings are divided into three categories: short
stories for children, such as Simple Susan, which were collected in The Parent’s
Assistant (1795-1800) and Early Lessons (1801-15); Irish tales ,which include her
best works, Castle Rackrent (1800), The Absentee (1809),and Ormond (1817); and
full length novels, such as Belinda (1801), Leonora (1806), Patronage (1814), and
Harrington (1817).

Fanny Burney (1752-1840) was a prominent writer of sentimental fiction. Her novels
are mostly heroine-centric and she followed the tradition of Samuel Richardson. Her
most notable work is the epistolary novel Evelina (1778), subtitled, “A Young woman’s
Entrance into the world”. Cecilia (1782), Camilla (1796) and The Wanderer (1814)
provide explorations of women’s psychological states. They all highlighted the absolute
necessity of good conduct in girls, suggesting that later marital bliss depended on their
perfect behavior in society during courtship. Jane Austen was influenced by her manner
of exploring the problems of a young woman on the threshold of life. The title of Pride
and Prejudice and also its theme are derived from Cecilia.

Among the writers of non-fiction William Godwin (1756-1836) is best known for his
Political Justice (1793), a monumental polemical prose work. In this writing, he is a
severe critic of all forms of exploitation and injustice. He also wrote Caleb Williams
(1794), a socio-historical novel that adapted certain conventions and elements from the
sentimental novel of the preceding age but is a very different kind of work, showing, in
a concrete situation, the power of the privileged and the helplessness of the poor. Caleb,
a servant knows the secret that his master is a murderer. The master, Falkland, pursues
him implacably to destroy him Godwin anticipates the technique of the detective story.
Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindications of the Rights of Woman (1792) is an inspirational
feminist prose work which is immensely relevant even today. Her other work titled The
Wrongs of Woman (1798) was a feminist response to Tom Paine’s epoch-making The
Rights of Man.

Walter Savage Landor (1775-1864): Though he was a prolific writer of both poetry
and prose, it was through his prose writings that Landor became well- known, especially
with the series of Imaginary Conversations (1824-1829) between literary and political
personalities from all periods of European history. But the prose is linked to the verse
by the control or “mastership” that Friedrich Nietzsche described as “its polite warfare
with poetry.” The dialogues are common representations of what Ezra Pound called “a
whole culture,” extending from Greece and Rome to the Enlightenment and Landor’s
own times. His long life span enabled him personally to influence Robert
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Browning and Swinburne in the formation of a counter-tradition in nineteenth-century
English poetry concerned with the difficult and adverse relaying of past culture-a tradition
especially influential on Pound, Landor’s greatest advocate, for whom Landor was the
most important English writer between Pope and Browning.

Thomas Love Peacock (1785—-1866) in his “Essay on Fashionable Literature” analysed
and critiqued his own age. This essay remained unfinished and was never published in
Peacock’s lifetime. The part that survives represents the beginning of what probably
would have been a full-scale attack aimed at exposing the many forms of dishonesty
upon which Peacock felt periodical writing was based. The final part of the surviving
fragment is devoted to Peacock’s rebuttal of an Edinburgh Review essay that had found
fault, and very little else, in Coleridge’s Christabel (1816). Reviews and quarterlies of
Peacock’s day represented, in his estimation, true enemies of truth and therefore
irresistible targets. Peacock also wrote a number of novels, which are humourous and
satirical, except for Maid Marian(1832) , based on the Robin Hood legends and The
Misfortunes of Elphin ( 1829) based on a celtic legend. Peacock’s main satiric targets
were Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey, Shelley and a number of other contemporaries.
The Romantics are the butt in Nightmare Abbey and Melincourt . In the latter, Wordsworth
is Peter Paypaul Paperstamp, Southey is Feathernest, Shelley is Mr. Fortune. Coleridge
is the butt in several books, as Mr Flosky, Mr. Panscope, etc.

1.3.5. Romantic Literary Criticism

In your previous Papers, you have seen how literary criticism in any age mirrors in a big
way the prevalent tendencies in art and culture, broadly speaking. The Romantic period,
as you have gathered by now, laid maximum stress on subjective perception of life, a
broad appreciation of the value of liberty and emancipation in thought and action.

English literary criticism of the Romantic era is closely associated with the writings of
William Wordsworth in his Preface to the Lyrical Ballads (1800) and Samuel Taylor
Coleridge in his Biographia Literaria (1817). Modern critics disagree on whether the
work of Wordsworth and Coleridge constituted a major break with the criticism of their
predecessors or if it should more properly be characterised as a continuation of the
aesthetic theories of seventeenth and eighteenth century German and English writers.
In 1800, in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth expressed his famous
proclamation about the nature of poetry as “the spontaneous overflow of powerful
feelings.” With this statement, Wordsworth posited a very different view of poetry than
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was standard at the time, shifting the center of attention from the work as a reflection
or imitation of reality to the artist, and the artist’s relationship to the work. Poetry
would henceforth be considered an expressive rather than a mimetic art. Although the
analogy of art as a mirror was still used, M. H. Abrams says that the early Romantics
suggested that the mirror was turned inward to reflect the poet’s state of mind, rather
than outward to reflect external reality. William Hazlitt in his ‘On Poetry in General’
(1818) addressed the changes in this analogy “by combining the mirror with a lamp,
in order to demonstrate that a poet reflects a world already bathed in an emotional
light he has himself projected,” according to Abrams.

Additionally, music replaced painting as the art form considered most like poetry by
the Romantics. Abrams explains that the German writers of the 1790s considered music
“to be the art most immediately expressive of spirit and emotion,” and both Hazlitt and
John Keble made similar connections between music and poetry in their critical writings.
Samuel Taylor Coleridge contributed substantially to the development of Romantic
literary criticism and theory by writing a number of critical documents or tracts such as
Biographia Literaria; or Biographical Sketches of My Literary Life and Opinions 1817,
Confessions of an Inquiring Spirit (essays) 1840. William Hazlitt wrote On Poetry in
General, 1818, The Spirit of the Age, 1825. John Keats formulated some of the seminal
and prominent aspects of Romantic literary theory and criticism and many of his
theoretical pronouncements were made in his letters, written to different writers, friends,
publishers and correspondents.

A Defence of Poetry is a critical document by P. B. Shelley, written in 1821 and first
published posthumously in 1840 in Essays, Letters from Abroad, Translations and
Fragments by Edward Moxon in London. It consists of Shelley’s famous claim that
“poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world”. It was written in response to
his friend Thomas Love Peacock’s The Four Ages of Poetry, which had been published
in 1820. Shelley wrote to the publishers Charles and James Ollier (who were also his
own publishers): “I am enchanted with your Literary Miscellany, although the last article
has excited my polemical faculties so violently that the moment I get rid of my
ophthalmia, I mean to set about an answer to it.... It is very clever, but I think, very
false.” To Peacock Shelley wrote: “Your anathemas against poetry itself excited me to a
sacred rage.... I had the greatest possible desire to break a lance with you ... in honour of
my mistress Urania.”
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Many of the principles associated with early nineteenth-century English criticism
were first articulated by late eighteenth-century German Romantics. Rene Wellek
has documented the contributions of Friedrich Schiller, Friedrich and August Wilhelm
Schlegel, F. W.J. Schelling, Novalis, and other important figures of the period. Novalis,
for example, shared the English Romantics’ belief that the poet was a member of a
special breed, “exalted beyond any other human being.” The literary reviews of the
early nineteenth century, most notably the Edinburgh Review and the Quarterly
Review, participated in the formulation of critical theory as well. Although earlier reviews
were little more than advertisements for the books being considered, or “thinly concealed
puff for booksellers’ wares,” in the words of Terry Eagleton, the change in reviewing
style in the Romantic period was not much of an improvement. According to Eagleton:
“Criticism was now explicitly, unabashedly political: the journals tended to select for
review only those works on which they could loosely peg lengthy ideological pieces,
and their literary judgements, [sic] buttressed by the authority of anonymity, were
rigorously subordinated to their politics.”

In addition to the primacy of the poet, the aesthetic theories associated with Wordsworth
and Coleridge in particular were severely critical of the “poetic diction” of earlier poets,
which to the Romantics, was affected and artificial. They preferred, according to William
K. Wimsatt, Jr. and Cleanth Brooks “the primitive, the naive, the directly passionate,
the natural spoken word.” Wordsworth argued that there should be no difference between
the language of prose and that of poetry, thus defending his use, within the Lyrical
Ballads, of the everyday language of the middle and lower classes. Wimsatt and Brooks
write that “Wordsworth’s primitivism was part of a general reaction, setting in well
before his own day, against the aristocratic side of neo-classicism.” But where
Wordsworth associated poetic diction with artifice and aristocracy and his own poetic
language with nature and democracy, Coleridge looked upon the issue differently. “To
Coleridge it seemed more like an issue between propriety and impropriety, congruity
and incongruity. In effect he applied the classic norm of decorum.”

1.3.5a. Wordsworth: Preface to Lyrical Ballads

The major points in Wordsworth’s Preface are : a) his definition of poetry — *...all
good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feeling...” b) his opinion about
the poet’s characteristics—-‘poems to which any value can be attached were never
produced on any variety of subjects but by a man , who being possessed of more than
usual organic sensibility, had also thought long and deeply’ c¢) the value of poetry; for
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Wordsworth, various causes were “acting with a combined force to blunt the
discriminating powers of the mind” in his own time. He had in mind the steady progress
of industrial capitalism and its dehumanising effect on society. He believed that the
poet, in such predicament, could carry feeling and sensation into the human heart to re-
humanise it d) his views on the language of poetry; after declaring that he had written
the poems on ‘incidents and situations from common life’, he says he has ‘related or
described them, throughout, as far as possible in a selection of language really used by
men’ .This has been a controversial claim and Coleridge was among the first to challenge.
What Wordsworth tried to do in his declaration however was to show how, a selective
language for poetry constricted the scope of poetry and reduced poetic language to
clichés.

1.3.5b. Coleridge’s views on Imagination

Coleridge’s critical theories differ from Wordsworth’s in so far as they are heavily
grounded in theology. Sometimes, particularly in his later writings according to Timothy
Corrigan, the theological overwhelms the literary. “What is most peculiar about his
work during this period is the unusual extent to which he disregards the primary text
and how completely his complex theological models and language usurp that text,”
contends Corrigan.

The centre of Coleridge’s critical theory is his view of the creative imagination. He
distinguishes between Fancy and Imagination,

“...fancy and imagination were two distinct and widely different faculties, instead
of being , according to the general belief, either two names with one meaning
or...the lower and higher degree of one and the same power.”

The term Fancy he uses for the eighteenth century view of imagination, which was
mechanical and associative. It does not transform the materials it deals with, but merely
reproduces them. Imagination on the other hand, is essentially creative. He subdivides
it into Primary and Secondary imagination. Primary Imagination is the living power of
basic human perception, which enables us to identify and discriminate things and create
order out of chaos. Secondary Imagination is the artistic imagination. . It is active and
vital, projecting itself into the world of objective phenomena to bestow life to it, to
make it responsive to man. It dissolves and diffuses in order to recreate. It reconciles
opposites, unifies and synthesizes disparate elements.
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1.3.5¢c. Shelley’s A Defence of Poetry

Shelley’s ideas about literature are primarily expressed in A Defence of Poetry (1821)
Written to refute the opinions of Thomas Love Peacock in The Four Ages of Poetry
(1820), in which Peacock called the current age ‘The Age of Brass’ or a period of
inferior poetry, Shelley wrote a passionate refutation, in which he bases his arguments
on Plato’s idealistic philosophy. He distinguishes between ‘reason’, which analyses
and ‘imagination ‘, which synthesizes. Poetry is ‘the expression of imagination,
Imagination possesses the mystic faculty of apprehending the ideal order of which,
according to Plato, the real world is an imitation. He dismisses the popular division
between poetry and prose. Poetry is expression of imagination in harmonious language
and this harmony or ‘measured language’ may be found in prose too. Poetry is not
subject to control of reason, logic or will. The poet needs involuntary inspiration.

For Shelley, moral or ethical ideas cannot bring about the wished for revolution in the
world. Poetry, which awakens the imagination and arouses the great moral force of
love, can bring about the change in minds of men necessary for revolution. Poetry has
always been behind all that is valuable in human civilisation. Poetry, Shelley says could
save modern men from the dehumanizing effects of “an excess of the selfish and
calculating principle, the accumulation of the materials of external life...”Here , as
elsewhere in Romantic poetry, prose and critical thought, we can easily distinguish the
sharp animosity to the unstoppable tides of industrialism, commercialism and the
resultant changes in social structure and old , established value systems.

1.3.6. Summing Up

This unit gives you a valuable overview of the Romantic Literary Output and
makes you realize that, though the Romantic period is fertile and rich in lyric
and narrative poetry, it does not lag behind in producing a huge literary output
in essay, criticism and novel. Charles Lamb, Thomas De Quincey, William
Hazlitt, Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats, Shelley, Peacock, Austen and Scott
contributed substantially to the development of prose writings in the Romantic
era.
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1.3.7. Comprehension Exercises

Long Questions-20 marks

l.

2.
3.

Write an essay on the Romantic Essay with reference to Lamb, Hazlitt and De
Quincey.

Write an essay on the Romantic Novel with reference to Austen and Scott.

What are the chief trends in romantic critical theory?

Mid-length Questions-12 marks

l.

Consider Charles Lamb as a Romantic essayist.

Consider William Hazlitt as a Romantic essayist.

. What was the nature of Scott’s achievement in the field of the novel?

2
3
4.
5

Analyse the main features of Romantic prose.

. Discuss and comment on the main points in Preface to Lyrical Ballads

Short Questions-6 marks

1.

Write a short note on Mary Wollstonecraft.

2. Write a short note on Tom Paine.

3. Write a short note on Mary Shelley.
4.
5
6

Write a short note on Maria Edgeworth.
Briefly comment on Shelley’s A Defence of Poetry.

Comment on the contributions of Thomas Love Peacock.

1.3.8. Suggested Reading

Alexander, Michael A History of English Literature (2" Edition), New York: Palgrave
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Routeledge, 1993
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Module - 2 O Reading Romantic Poetry

Unit-1 O William Blake: (a) ‘The Chimney Sweeper
Poems’, (b) ‘The Lamb’, (c) ‘The Tyger’

Structure :

2.1.0: Introduction
2.1.1: William Blake: The Poet and His Poetry

2.1.2a:

2.1.2a.1:
2.1.2a.2:
2.1.2a.3:
2.1.2a.4:
2.1.2a.5:
2.1.2a.6:

2.1.2a.7:
2.1.2a.8:
2.1.2a.9:
2.1.2a.10:
2.1.2a.11:
2.1.3b:
2.1.3b.1:
2.1.3b.2:
2.1.3b.3:
2.1.3b.4:

Text and Introduction to ‘The Chimney Sweeper’ (Songs of
Innocence)

Annotations

Substance and Development of Thought
Critical Commentary

Themes

Comprehension Exercises

Text and Introduction to ‘The Chimney Sweeper’ (Songs of
Experience)

Annotations

Substance and Development of Thought
Critical Commentary

Themes

Comprehension Exercises

Text and Introduction to ‘The Lamb’
Annotations

Substance and Development of Thought
Critical Commentary

Themes

66



2.1.3b.5: Comprehension Exercises
2.14c: An Introduction to ‘The Tyger’
2.1.4c.1: Annotations
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2.1.0. Introduction

The present unit is meant to introduce you to the poetry of William Blake, who is
generally looked upon as a forerunner of the Romantic Movement in British poetry.
You will first come across a brief account of the poet’s life and literary career. We shall
thereafter move on to discuss four short but significant poems by the poet. A close
reading of the text of the poems followed by exhaustive critical discussions will help us
to understand some of the distinctive features of British Romantic poetry in general and
the poetry of Blake in particular. To talk of Blake is also to talk of his visual art that
greatly augments his poetic content and enables the reader to decipher new meanings
out of his poetry. We have tried to incorporate a few relevant plates as well and we hope
that with help from your counselor, you will have enjoyable readings of this Unit.

2.1.1. William Blake : The Poet and His Poetry
» A short biography

William Blake (1757-1827), usually considered to be one of the greatest among the
Pre-Romantics, was born as the son of a London hosier on November 28, 1757. An
imaginative child, he never attended school, but learnt as many languages as Latin,
Greek, Hebrew, French and Italian, besides English, by his own effort. His inclination
to drawing from a very tender age led him to be apprenticed to a well-known engraver,
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James Basire. His art is marked by a keen sense of spiritualism that offers a significant
contrast to the scientific skepticism of the eighteenth century. In his poetry he glorified
intuition and imagination, the early ripples of which found full flow in the poetry of the
next generation poets like William Wordsworth and S.T. Coleridge. Hardly praised by
his contemporaries, the poet continued with his scanty living by engraving and illustrating
other men’s work till he died in London on August 12, 1827.

» Career as a poet

Blake’s first volume of poetry was published in 1783 under the title Poetical Sketches.
A remarkable thing about Blake’s poetry is that except Poetical Sketches the verses
were not typeset. They were rather cut into copper plates by the poet himself along with
the engravings that illustrated them. He however, did justice to his genius for the first
time in Songs of Innocence (1789) and Songs of Experience (1794). The two volumes
often underscore two contrasted states of the human soul. This may be aptly evinced by
referring to the sub-title of the combined volume Songs of Innocence and Experience,
which reads: “shewing the two contrary states of the human soul”.

Another significant volume in verse to follow was The Book of Thel (1789), where
Thel, the virgin laments the futility of life in a material world, but is finally reassured by
the objects of Nature with the message that divine love encompasses all creatures and
all may find happiness in unselfishness. Blake’s singular prose work of note is The
Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790), where he attacks the codes of conventional
morality. His major works include Vision of the Daughters of Albion (1793), Europe: A
Prophecy, (1794), Milton (1804), and Jerusalem (1804).

» General characteristics of Blake’s Poetry

Blake may be aptly described as a visionary and a rebel. His poetry appeals to us by
virtue of its simplicity, spontaneity, melody and moral earnestness. The simplicity of
his style is born of premeditated art.Robert F. Gleckner in his essay Point of View and
Context in Blake’s Songs, quotes Blake’s preface to Jerusalem, in order explain Blake’s
art: “Every word and every letter is studied and put into its fit place; the terrific numbers
are reserved for the terrific parts, the mild and gentle for the mild and gentle parts, and
the prosaic for inferior parts; . ..”

His poetry represents a strong criticism of the Neo-Classical preference for matter-of-
factreason and decorum. The hexametre couplet of the Augustans faces a heavy challenge
in Blake, who experiments freely with metre and form. In short Blake not only dismisses
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hackneyed norms of versification, but also establishes intuition and imagination as the
life-force of poetry. In this sense, he is a true harbinger of Romanticism in nineteenth
century British poetry.

Songs of Innocence was first published in 1789, while the title page of Songs of
Experience is dated 1794. See Plates 1 and 2 which are visuals of the title pages of these
texts. How do you think you can relate the titles to the content of the visuals? You must
remember that Blake always issued the two as a combined volume, portraying the journey
of the human soul from a state of idyllic innocence and enjoyment, to one that is caught
in the web of dark reality, that is, experience; it looks forward to a state of higher
wisdom which emerges from the soul’s struggle with the forces of darkness. Many of
the poems in the two parts are contrasted, no doubt to drive home the contrasting states
of the soul. Your counselor will help you find the deeper meanings of the engravings in
the context of Blake’s dictum of life as a journey. It will also be an eye-opener to the
essence of Romantic poetry.

2.1.2a. Text and Introduction to ‘The Chimney Sweeper’ from Songs of Innocence
» Source

‘The Chimney Sweeper’, a lyric of twenty four lines divided into six four-line stanzas,
was published by Blake along with seventeen other lyrics in the Songs of Innocence, a
volume in which Blake depicts the untainted soul through the deceptively simple lyrics
of a piper. Another poem of the same title, though of a shorter length, was included by
the poet in his next volume of poetry Songs of Experience.

Text

‘When my mother died I was very youny,
And my father sold me while yet my tongue,
Could scarcely cry weep weep weep weep.

So your chimneys I sweep, and in soot 1 sleep.

Theres little Tom Dacre, who cried when his head
That curl’d like a lamb’s back, was shav’d, so I said,
Hush Tom never mind it, for when your head'’s bare,
You Know that the soot cannot spoil your white hair.
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And so he was quiet, and that very night,

As Tom was a sleeping he had such a sight,

That thousands of sweepers Dick, Joe, Ned, and Jack
Were all of them lock’d up in coffins of black,

And by came an Angel who had a bright Key,

And he open’d the coffins and set them all free.
Then down a green plain leaping laughing they run
And wash in a river and shine in the sun.

Then naked & white, all their bags left behind,
They rise upon clouds, and sport in the wind.

And the Angel told Tom, if he’d be a good boy,
He’d have God for his father, & never want joy.

And so Tom awoke and we rose in the dark
And got with our bags e our brushes to work,

Tho’ the morning was cold, Tom was happy and warm.
So if all do their duty, they need not fear harm.

2.1.2a.1. Annotations

'weep (1.3) — short or colloquial form of ‘sweep’. There is also a deliberate pun on
this word implying the abject condition of the unfortunate boys. The ellipsis (exclusion
of an alphabet) helps in creating an intensely moving picture of childhood exploitation,
without even the poet commenting upon this directly.

Curled like a lamb’s back (1.6) — a simile apparently used to describe Tom Dacre’s
hair. Symbolically however, it reinforces the lamb’s association with childhood
innocence and the infant Jesus: an idea, dealt with by Blake himself in The Lamb.

asleeping (1.10) — asleep.

Coffins of black (1.12) — apparently expressive of the narrow and dark inside of a
chimney, but metaphorically it implies the miserable plight the little children are
thrust into. The use of the preposition also suggests that the soot of the chimneys eat
away the life of the innocents.

Naked and white (1.17) — washed of soot and black stains, the children now resemble
angels in their purity and innocence.
Want (1.20) — lack.
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2.1.2a.2. Substance and Development of Thought

The present poem from Songs of Innocence, deals with the life of poor children, who
being deprived of parental care are forced to embrace the humiliating and hard job of
chimney sweepers. They have no other scope for joy and laughter except that in dream,
where they are reassured of divine blessing and care. The poem received much praise
from Charles Lamb, the great Romantic essayist, who himself had to undergo much
hardship in early life.

The short lyric may appear to be just a sentimental poem but, as you read it closely you
will realise that it is actually motivated by a larger social concern. Blake takes his
subject from a prevalent practice in London where hundreds of young boys toiled their
lives away in the dark, sooty confines of the chimneys.

Stanza I Here the speaker is a child, who lost his mother early in his life. To make
matters worse he was sold away by a heartless father even before he could properly
pronounce ‘weep’, the shortened form of the call ‘sweep’ used by the chimney sweepers
of London.

Stanza II The unfeeling society however, did not succeed in curbing his compassionate
nature. So, as a true companion in distress, he consoles another child named Tom Dacre,
who is just initiated to the drudgery and humiliation of a chimneysweeper’s life. You
get a touching picture of how the child comforts Tom who is crying over his shorn head.

Stanza III Reassured by his friend, Tom falls asleep. The images of the day are
transformed into a nightmare vision of thousands of young boys lying in black coffins.

Stanza IV Here an angel appears in Tom’s dream and sets all of them free. The children
race across green meadows which are in stark contrast to the dark, constricted world of
their daytime.

Stanza V The children rise, naked and white, signifying innocence, leaving behind the
tools of their trade which bind them to a miserable living. The angel tells Tom that by
virtue of perseverance they can attain divine blessing and reside in the protection of the
Almighty Father.

Stanza VI Blake seems to be conveying to his readers that those who do their duty need
not fear any harm. As another day of hard work begins for Tom, he remains unperturbed
for he holds on to his private reserve of joy which is possible only in the state of innocence.
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2.1.2a.3. Critical Commentary

The poem apparently glorifies innocence without deploying any kind of linguistic
pedantry. This simplicity is, however, the result of Blake’s sophisticated artistry. By
identifying completely with the childlike vision of the world, the poet succeeds in
conveying a picture of unquestioning innocence which finds consolation in faith and
hope. But, the poem also unveils the dark countenance of a coldhearted, exploitative
society, which confines the weak and the underprivileged even before they have the
ability to voice their protest. The child in this poem is sold into a life of hardship even
before he has acquired a tongue of his own. Tom’s vision confirms that the child still
has faith in the idea that virtue is rewarded Divine benevolence. As a fitting contrast to
this gloomy, material world, the parentless children hanker for a visionary plain of
greeneries, where they might espy God as their true father. This innocent faith stands in
stark contrast with the moral standards of the adult world, which falters not for a single
moment to rob them of their birthright to care, affection and protection.

2.1.2a.4. Themes
» Symbolism

Blake’s subject matter is not just childhood, but, the state of the human soul. Note how
he conveys his ideas through symbols which are easily recognisable as they are derived
from the Bible. For example, the word “’weep’ in the first stanza not only stands for a
colloquial version of ‘sweep’, it also metaphorically communicates the deplorable
condition of the little chimney sweepers. The child’s assimilation of this word even
before he can speak properly, symbolizes Blake’s indictment of an oppressive society.
Similarly, the analogy of the lamb’s back is not simply a description of Tom’s hair, but
points to an association between the lamb, a little child and the Lamb of God. You will
see that this idea recurs in the poem The Lamb. Further, Tom Dacre’s dream itself is
charged with symbolic overtones. The locked up coffins reflect the dark, suffocating,
filthy chimneys the children have to sweep. In contrast to this image of smothering
darkness, the vision of the wide and green plains represents the garden of Paradise. You
may also realise that the naked and white bodies of the children symbolise their angel-
like purity. Finally, the coldness of the morning might be said to symbolise the cold-
hearted, unfeeling society at large, though it ultimately fails to rob the children of an
innate sense of warmth. As you read the poem you will gain a better understanding of
Blake’s craft in using the contrasts such as black - white, dark - bright, cold - warmth, to
highlight the contrasts between harsh reality and an imaginative vision of existence still
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retained by the children. But, the question does come to one’s mind: Is such a state
sustainable? Does it provide the child with a means of survival, or does it make him a
hapless victim? (See Plate 3).

» The note of Romanticism in the poem

Blake anticipates certain Romantic tendencies in his language and theme. The lucid
language, free from meretricious pedantry, is an early indication of a style which presages
the Wordsworthian dictum that “a poet is a man speaking to men”. The note of
colloquialism appeals directly to the readers, while the symbols lead you into a lingering
contemplation of some of the crucial social concerns of the poet. The overall music of
the poem is guaranteed not by any strict adherence to set norms of versification, but by
retaining faith in the inner rhythm of common, everyday speech.

In its theme also the poem successfully exemplifies the typically Romantic preference
for liberation from customs and social bondages. It highlights the heartless traits of
hierarchical class conventions, which thoughtlessly impede the natural growth of children
by denying their rights to affection and care. Blake was however, no reformer, nor was
his poetry meant to represent the methodical structure of social tracts. What he was
actually guided by was a deeper humanitarian concern that would later come to typify
Wordsworth’s quest for “the still, sad music of humanity™.

Blake’s faith in the liberating quality of the imagination, represented by Tom’s dream,
also presages a characteristic Romantic tendency.

» Treatment of Childhood

Although included in the Songs of Innocence, this particular song is all about
the absence of innocence! The chimney sweeper boys in the poem are deprived of the
joys and freedom associated with childhood. They get up before dawn and clean
chimneys. In that sense, their innocence has been stolen from them. They’re forced to
live a “black” life, covered in soot and facing a premature death. They frolic and play
only in dreams. The wretched figure of the child sweep is a key emblem in Blake’s
poems of social protest.

It would be interesting here to relate Blake’s vision of childhood with that of other
important writers who have spoken strongly about childhood, innocence and exploitation.
William Wordsworth’s ‘Ode on the Intimations of Childhood’ remains one of the central
views on childhood as a continuation of the soul’s state of innocence as it was when in
heaven. Charles Dickens’s novels depict the state of Victorian England after the industrial
revolution and especially the abject condition of children who fall prey to social vices
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in a rising materialistic society. His fiction of protest and social reform connects him as
a direct descendant of Blake. You can compare the similarities in their treatment of
childhood for yourself when you read Dickens’s novel David Copperfield in Paper Six.

Activity for Learners
Facts About Chimney Sweepers in Blake’s London

Learners, you may be urged to note that not only were the little sweepers
innocent victims of the cruellest exploitation but they are associated with
the smoke of industrialisation, thus uniting two central Romantic
preoccupations: childhood; and the impact of the Industrial Revolution on
the natural world. It may shock you to learn that a report to a parliamentary
committee on the employment of child sweeps in 1817 noted that ‘the climbing
boys’ as young as four were sold by their parents to master-sweeps, or
recruited from workhouses. As the average size of a London chimney was
only seven inches square, to encourage the sweeps to climb more quickly,
pins were ‘forced into their feet’ by the boy climbing behind! Is it really
difficult to understand now why Blake chose to protest against such
exploitation again and again through his poetry?

I would now encourage you to make a list of images in the two ‘Chimney
Sweeper’ Poems which reveal exploitation of children.

2.1.2a.5. Comprehension Exercises
A. Long Questions-20 marks

1. Attempt a critical appreciation of the poem The Chimney Sweeper from
Songs of Innocence.

2. How does the poem The Chimney Sweeper from Songs of Innocence glorify
innocence against a gloomy social background?

3. Assess the poem The Chimney Sweeper from Songs of Innocence as a
successful Romantic lyric.

. Mid-length questions-12 marks
What is the significance of Tom Dacre’s dream?

Write a note on the use of symbols in the poem.

won = ®

Give in your own words the central idea of the poem.

77






C. Short Questions-6 marks

p—

What does the little chimney sweeper say about his own life in the first
stanza of the poem?

Why did Tom Dacre cry? How did the speaker try to console him?
What, according to you, is the implication of the phrase ‘coffins of black’?

What was the angel’s message to Tom Dacre?

A

How does the speaker sum up Tom’s dream at the end of the poem?

2.1.2a.6. Text and Introduction to ‘The Chimney Sweeper’ from Songs of Experience
Source

Blake’s ‘The Chimney Sweeper’ from Songs of Experience (1794) is a short lyric of
twelve lines, divided into three four-line stanzas. Interestingly, the length of this poem
is just half of the other Chimney Sweeper poem included in the volume Songs of
Innocence. The present poem seems to have been rightly included in Songs of Experience,
as it highlights a little chimney sweeper’s unhappy experience of the adult world that
seeks to legitimise its oppressive order at the expense of the basic rights of childhood.
Look at Plate 4.

Text

A little blacK thing amony the snow:

Crying weep, weep, in notes of woe!

‘Where are thy father and mother? say?

They are both gone up to the church to pray.

Because I was happy upon the heath,

And smil’d amony the winter’s snow),

They clothed me in the clothes of death,

And taught me to sing the notes of woe.

And because I am happy and dance and sing,

They thinK they have done me no injury:

And are gone to praise God and his Priest and King,
Who make up a heaven of our misery.
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2.1.2a.7. Annotations

A little black thing (1.1): refers to the little chimneysweeper, dressed in his conventional
black outfit.

Heath (1.5): a wide stretch of barren land

Clothes of death (1.7): the black outfit of a chimneysweeper. Metaphorically it might
also imply the sweeper boy’s experience of suffering and humiliation in spite of his
tender age.

Woe (1.8): pain.

Heaven of our misery (1.12): a sharp note of indictment against the double-dealing
of the Church and the State, whose shameless sway over mankind survives at the
expense of the underprivileged.

2.1.2a.8. Substance and Development of Thought

Comparing the present poem with the previous one, you realise the difference in the
voice that you hear. The boy here has the hard-won wisdom that his plight is the result
of an unjust society. There is a sense of suppressed anger and bitterness in him at having
to learn the “notes of woe”.

Stanza I A little chimney sweeper, painfully uttering his professional cry in a snowy
morning of winter is asked (probably by the poet himself) the whereabouts of his parents.
Surprisingly he answers that both of them have gone to the Church to pray. Blake
intentionally shocks his readers into a realizing how institutionalised religion has turned
away from the helpless and the suffering. There is irony in the way the boy utters the
call of the chimney sweepers. This is not his natural note.

Stanza II The child had once smiled and been happy on the heath, even in the hardship
of winter. Pathetically, even this limited happiness is cut short by his parents who seem
to disregard the plight of the child. Did they think that as he smiled on a dreary habitat
amidst the incessant snowfall of the winter, he would also withstand the hardship of
being a chimney sweeper? They clothed him in black, the colour of death, and made
him utter the notes of woe, which replaced his carefree songs of the past. There is a
subtle note of bitter despair expressed by the sweep.

Stanza III The little boy concludes that since he tends to smile away the hardship
inflicted upon him, his parents think that they have done him no wrong, and so they
have gone to praise the Church and the State, two institutions which shamelessly
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legitimise the tyrannical rule of the strong at the expense of the underprivileged. Unlike
Tom Dacre, he seems unwilling to accept the misery to which he is consigned.

2.1.2a.9. Critical Commentary

Unlike the other Chimney Sweeper poem from Songs of Innocence, the present one
from Songs of Experience involves a sharp note of indictment. The young chimney
sweeper’s tragic testimony is tinged with the ironic undertone of the point of view of a
critical adult. It gives expression to Blake’s disapproval of the callousness and
indifference of the parents, who disregard the natural demands of childhood, and deprive
their issue of parental affection, forcing him to put on the sooty robe of the chimneysweep.
From a larger social perspective also the boy provides sufficient testimony to his growing
insight into the ill-motives of religion and the State. For, the Church and the State cast
so potent a spell on ordinary people that thoughtlessly they waste their hours in paying
homage to these two institutions forgetting the natural ties of family and children. They
hardly care to understand how these two agencies abuse the name of God by turning
ordinary people into their perpetual slaves.

The poem replaces Tom Dacre’s vision of the happy green fields with the bleak reality
of the snow and the barren heath. The glorious nakedness of the human form which
rises heavenward in the earlier poem is here covered in “clothes of death” and the
singing and dancing of the boy is no more than a brave front to conceal deep unhappiness.
This young boy’s vision of heaven is made up of the misery of the weak and the helpless.

2.1.2a.10. Themes
» Symbolism

The short poem makes a restrained but effective use of symbols. As in the previous
poem you have read, the word ‘weep’ is used to symbolise suffering. Similarly, the
whole of the second stanza seems to be fraught with symbolic overtones. The decision
of the little chimney sweeper’s parents to push their son into the hard and humiliating
business might allude to the Biblical story of the First Sin committed by Adam and
Eve, which led their progeny to suffer the pangs of suffering and death. In this connection,
symbols like ‘clothes of death’ and ‘notes of woe’ become all the more poignant. Apart
from such religious symbols, the use of phrases like ‘heaven of our misery’ serves to
unveil the hypocrisy of the powerful whose shameless sovereign survives at the expense
of the downtrodden.
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» A peep into the world of Experience

As we have already observed, the present poem represents a significant contrast to the
other Chimney Sweeper poem from Songs of Innocence. While the latter apparently
glorifies innocence and celebrates divine benevolence, the former casts a dubious look
on the justice one might expect from religion and the State in a society governed in
accordance with the interests of the privileged class. It points implicit barbs at the Church
and the State for the deceit they play upon the lives of ordinary people. They keep
people blind to their inner corruption and befool them with promises of equality and
justice, so that unquestioningly they pay homage to these two agencies, even by
sacrificing their commitment to family and children. The children of the underprivileged
grow amidst dust, soot and snow, and have to embrace menial jobs, while the preachers
of peace and justice exult on their success in achieving unquestionable sway over
mankind at large. The overall choice of words (‘clothes of death’) and tone of the second
Chimney sweeper poem reveal the somberness latent in it.

2.1.2a.11. Comprehension Exercises
A. Long Questions-20 marks

1. Attempt a critical appreciation of the poem The Chimney Sweeper from Songs
of Experience.

2. Make a comparative study of the Chimney Sweeper poems by William Blake.

3. How is the hypocrisy of the privileged class unveiled in the Chimney Sweeper
poem from Songs of Experience?

B. Mid-length Questions-12 marks
1. Give in your own words the central idea of the poem.
2. Write a note on the use of symbols in the poem.

3. Reproduce in your own words the sad story of the little chimney sweeper’s life.

C. Short Questions-6 marks

1. Explain the significance of the following lines:
“They clothed me in the clothes of death,
And taught me to sing the notes of woe”.
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2. What is the implication of the phrase “heaven of our misery”?

2.1.3b. Text and Introduction to ‘The Lamb’

Source

‘The Lamb’, a short lyric of twenty lines, was published by Blake in 1789 in the
volume Songs of Innocence (See Blake’s plates) Blake uses the simple cadences of
children’s verse and familiar Biblical symbols in this poem.

Text

Little Lamb who made thee?
Dost thou Know who made thee?
Gave thee life & bid thee feed.
By the stream & o’er the mead;
Gave thee clothing of delight,
Softest clothing wooly bright;
Gave thee such a tender voice,
MaKing all the vales rejoice!
Little Lamb who made thee?
Dost thou know who made thee?
Little Lamb I'll tell thee,
Little Lamb I'[[ tell thee!
He is called by thy name,
For he calls himself a Lamb:
He is meek and he is mild,
He became a [ittle child:
I a child and thou a lamb,
We are called by his name.
Little Lamb God bless thee

Little Lamb God bless thee.

2.1.3b.1. Annotations
Clothing of delight (1.5): refers to the soft fleece on the lamb’s skin.

For he calls himself a Lamb (1.14): refers to Jesus Christ, who because of the
qualities of gentleness and meekness in him was called the lamb.
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He is meek and he is mild (1.15) Blake seems to be echoing a popular hymn,
‘Gentle Jesus meek and mild’.

He became a little child (1.16): one implication may be that Christ is at once God
and Man as he took physical birth on earth. A second implication may be that
Christ possesses the naive simplicity and pristine innocence of a child.

2.1.3b.2. Substance and Development of Thought

The poem contains a total of twenty lines — the first ten foregrounding a series of questions
and the next ten answering them. The speaker, evidently a child, raises the most profound
question: Who is the maker who bids the lamb graze by the stream and over the green
meadow? Of course, the questions are answered by the child himself, without ever
waiting for any kind of aid to be provided by his elders or by anybody else. His
observations clearly debar the possibility of any intrusion of the world of experience
into the idyllic setting of the poem.

Lines 1-10 Seeing a lamb grazing on a green meadow a child asks if he knows who his
maker is. He also asks if the lamb knows who bade him feed over the meadow by the
stream, and who gave him the soft fleece on his skin, and the tender voice that makes
the entire valley reverberate with happiness.

Lines 11-20 The next ten lines offer answers to these questions. Of course, the questions
are answered by the child himself, without ever waiting for any kind of aid to be provided
by his elders or by anybody else. His observations clearly debar the possibility of any
intrusion of the world of experience into the idyllic setting of the poem, which, to be
precise, is a eulogy to a conviction prompted solely by innocence. The child goes on
saying that the Creator, i.e. God (or Jesus Christ, the Son of God) is Himself called by
the name of the lamb for His infinite mildness. He concludes that because of their
mildness and innocence, he himself and the lamb are called by the name of God. He
places God, himself and the lamb in a single and inseparable thread of creature, carry
within themselves signs of God’s infinite gentleness. His innocent and altruistic zeal
finally leads him to pronounce divine blessings on the mild creature.
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Points to Ponder for The Learner
e What are the things that the lamb is blessed with?

¢ Describe the clothing of the lamb in your own words

2.1.3b.3. Critical Commentary

The short poem, echoing the 23 Psalm, represents a wonderful manifestation of the
glory of childhood innocence, which unfalteringly answers confounding queries with
artless and immediate responses. Not a single question raised by the child remains
unanswered, and this clearly demonstrates the child’s innate conviction of divine
benevolence. A typically Romantic note of pantheism, which would later become almost
a creed with Wordsworth, seems to characterise almost all the lines of the poem. It is
this pantheistic spirit that enables the speaker to espy divinity in himself and the lamb.
The final prayer for divine bliss upon the lamb is perhaps the strongest blow over the
rational world of the Neo-Classicals, which preferred to allow space for nothing except
reason till the closing decades of the eighteenth century. The melodious language and
the association of tenderness, delight and softness, with the lamb create an impression
of gentleness which connects this idyllic world and its inhabitants to the qualities of the
meek and mild creator mentioned in the second stanza.

Note for Learner:

The 23" Psalm and its relevance to ‘The Lamb’

The picture of The Lamb’s feeding “by the stream and o’er the mead”
(meadow) is a beautiful one, which suggests God’s kindness in creation,
and has an echo of similar descriptions in the Old Testament book of Psalms
(especially Psalm 23, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want’’) and the
parables of Jesus.

2.1.3b.4. Themes

» Symbolism
A remarkable feature of the poem is that it is symbolic in spirit, without using too many
symbols in the body of the text itself. Innocence, as a leitmotif, runs through the text.

The sense is created and maintained by the use of two dominant symbols, the child, and
the meek and mild lamb. The description of the landscape creates an idyllic setting
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evocative of an earthly Paradise reflecting the state of the uncorrupted soul. Words like
“clothing of delight” to describe the lamb’s fleece reinforce the sense of unchallenged
joy. The lamb is associated with the qualities of softness and brightness. His clothing
and his tender voice are actually the manifestations of a benevolent creator. In the second
section of the poem (i.e. lines 11-20) the poet makes full use of the Biblical associations
of the child and the lamb, when he establishes through his mouthpiece, the child, an
inseparable communion between divinity and the created world. Here, the allusion to
the birth of Jesus, the Son of God, as the son of Man, becomes significant for the
desired expansion of the theme. The poem comes full circle when the child finally
declares that he himself as a child and the lamb as a meek and mild creature carry
within themselves the signs of divinity. Blake successfully communicates an idea of
metaphysical merit in spite of an apparently straightforward narration.

» The poem as a Romantic lyric

The poem’s central theme of pantheism and its rejection of mundane reason, anticipates
some of the key features of nineteenth century British Romanticism. The language
used by Blake is naturally musical, in stark contrast to the forced cadence of the hexameter
couplet, which was an obsession with the Augustans. The vast green meadow, the flowing
stream, and finally, the child and the lamb, carrying in them signs of the divine, represent
a world of idyllic innocence. This is no ordinary vision of childhood, but an adult’s
fond recollection of a state of pristine joy. This fascination with childhood presages one
of the features of later Romantic poetry. By introducing a sense of the serene and the
endless, Blake also breaks away from the eighteenth century tradition of city-centric
literature. Above all, in “The Lamb’ the child’s instinctive identification with God and
his creation clearly marks a triumph of subjectivism, which involves a free play of the
imagination and intuition. The symbolical use of the lamb and the child to represent a
state of the soul also anticipates a characteristic trait of the Romantic lyric — investing
the physical with metaphysical significance.

2.1.3b.5. Comprehension Exercises

A. 20 marks

1. Attempt a critical appreciation of the poem The Lamb by William Blake.
2. How does the poet glorify innocence in the poem The Lamb?
3

. Would you consider The Lamb to be a successful Romantic lyric? Substantiate
your answer.
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Plate - 6




B. 12 marks

1. Give in your own words the central idea of the poem The Lamb.
2. Write a note on the use of symbols in the poem The Lamb.

C. 6 marks

1. What does the child tell the lamb about the Creator?

2. Explain the following lines with reference to the context:

He is meek and he is mild,
He became a little child:
I a child and thou a lamb,

We are called by his name.

2.1.4c. Text and Introduction to ‘The Tyger’
Source

‘The Tyger’ was published by Blake in 1794 in the volume Songs of Experience. The
poem is a true representative of this volume which depicts the fierce forces that are
unleashed as innocence is challenged by experience. In The Marriage of Heaven and
Hell Blake had proclaimed that “The tigers of wrath are wiser than the horses of
instruction.” The tiger in this poem seems to be exactly such a force which evokes terror
but also purges the evils of our civilization.

Text
Tyger Tyger, burning bright,
In the forests of the night;
What immortalhand or eye,
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

Inwhat distant deeps or sKies.
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?

On what wings dare he aspire?
‘What the hand, dare seize the fire?
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And what shoulder, and what art,
Could twist the sinews of thy heart?
And when thy heart began to beat,
‘What dread hand? and what dread feet?

What the hammer? what the chain,
Inwhat furnace was thy brain?
‘What the anvil? what dread grasp,
Dare its deadly terrors clasp!

‘When the stars threw down their spears
And water’d heaven with their tears:
Did he smile his work to see?

Did he who made the Lamb maKe thee?

Tiyger Tyger burning bright,
In the forests of the night:
‘What immortal hand or eye,

Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?

2.1.4c.1. Annotations
Symmetry (1.4): Shape, rather than the usual meaning of regularity.
Deeps (1.5): Seas

What the hand, dare seize the fire? (1.8): In Greek mythology, Prometheus, one of
the Titans, stole fire from the Gods and brought it to mankind.

Sinews (1.10): Tendon / muscle.

When the stars ... with their tears (I. 17-18): This might allude to the fierce fight
between God and the rebel angels led by Lucifer. God struck them with thunder, and
hurled them headlong

down to the depths of Hell from Paradise. Their fall resembled the movement of
meteors or shooting stars.
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2.1.4c.2. Substance and Development of Thought

Having read ‘The Lamb’, you will find an interesting contrast in this poem. While the
former poem delights in God’s creation of a creature of meekness and mildness, ‘The
Tyger’ expresses a sense of awe at the terrific stature of the Creator who possesses the
power to create such a fearsome creature as the tiger. The simple faith of ‘The Lamb’ is
replaced by unanswered questions in ‘The Tyger’. They are mostly rhetorical questions,
the answers being implied in the questions themselves. This makes it clear to us that the
speaker in “The Tyger’ is not a naive child, but a mature human being belonging to the
world of experience.

You may be surprised by the spelling ‘Tyger’ in the title. Blake here deliberately uses a
quasi-archaic spelling to generate an initial sense of surprise among his readers. This
sense culminates in the awed question at the end of the poem where the speaker muses
how the Creator of the meek and gentle lamb also created the taut energy and ferocious
power of the tiger.

Stanza I The tiger, a fearsome animal lurking in the nocturnal forest, emerges in all its
awe-inspiring lustre, as an incendiary energy which destroys the darkness. Blake begins
his description by drawing attention to the burning eye of the tiger as that implies the
fierce energy needed to break the shackles of experience. The amazed speaker wonders
what superhuman creator could design such ferocious beauty, signified by the words
“fearful symmetry”.

Stanza II The poet depicts a Promethean creator who has seized the fire of some distant
skies in the making of the beast. It seems to have originated from the daring aspiration
of some Icarius-like figure.

Stanza III The sense of surprise deepens as the speaker contemplates on the power of
the shoulders that could twist the muscle of the tiger’s heart. You gradually begin to get
a picture of the powerful, awe-inspiring beauty of the tiger, while its pulsating heart
seems to invoke fear.

Stanza III Blake invokes images of the industrial world, as the tiger seems to be
hammered out in a supernatural smithy whose presiding spirit grapples with terror. But
don’t forget that the chain, the anvil and the hammer are also tools of the sculptor, so
the tiger remains an ambiguous symbol, representing both destructive and creative
energies.

Stanza IV The terrific grasp of the Creator reminds the speaker of the fierce struggle

91



between God and the angels led by Lucifer, which ended by making the rebels feel
God’s sharp vengeance and beg for mercy.

Stanza V The speaker concludes with awe at the wonderful capacity of God, who is
simultaneously the Creator of the meek and mild lamb, and the terrible and alarming
tiger. These two opposite aspects of the Creator Himself indicate two contrasted sides
of creation at large: one that leads to innocent and delightful involvement; and the other
that makes one retreat in apprehension. Clearly, such profundity of thought is not to be
sought in a child; the whole poem is rather an expression of a mind that belongs to the
world of maturity and experience.

Points to Ponder for the Learner
e What is the main element the tiger is made of?
e What are the regions from where the creator may have taken the fire?

e Name the instruments the poet mentions in the making of the tiger?

2.1.4c.3. Critical Commentary

In “The Tyge’r, Blake moves away from Biblical symbols and forges an original symbol
of power and strength that is ambiguous in its nature. The tiger is at once the destroyer
and the harbinger of light, burning through the dark night of experience. He represents
the wrath of God but also the hope that through destruction a new dawn will arrive, no
matter how terrible its birth. The allusions to Prometheus and Icarus in the second
stanza hold him up to be a figure of hope and aspiration. The trochaic rhythm creates an
effect of hammer strokes which is in stark contrast to the lilting rhythm of ‘The Lamb’.
Read together the two poems reinforce Blake’s concept of the existence of contraries as
a necessary condition for the maturity of the human heart.

2.1.4.4. Themes
» Symbolism

‘The Tyger’ is rich in symbols and allusions, and this in itself marks a curious contrast
to its counterpart ‘The Lamb’ from Songs of Innocence which celebrates innocence
through a single symbolic fabric of mildness equated to divinity. This poem makes us
halt at almost every line by employing intricate symbols or metaphorical phrases, which
definitely demand a mature mind for their proper explication. For example, both the
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tiger and its Creator symbolise power and fierceness, the first mundane and the second
metaphysical and almost beyond human imagination. The forests of night, which may
symbolise the dark aspects of the human mind, or the dark regions of experience where
evil dwells, are rightly chosen as the tiger’s domain; the serene and green meadow the
lamb grazes upon is not a place appropriate for such a fearsome animal. The reference
to the immortal hands and eyes of the Creator, i.e. God, reinforces the sense of surprise
already generated by the spelling of the animal’s name in the title. We wonder at the
unimaginable stature of the Creator, who dared to frame the fearful symmetry of the
tiger. The first two lines of the second stanza may be taken as an instance of allusion,
for they immediately bring to our minds an echo of Prometheus’s act of stealing fire
from heaven. This at once tells us that Blake’s tiger is an ambivalent being which
embodies the sublime power of the Almighty. As in T.S. Eliot’s Gerontion, it is God’s
judgement, rather than his compassion that is represented through the symbol of the
tiger. The series of material symbols like hammer, chain, anvil, furnace, dread grasp
and the like, make us aware of the material world, poles asunder from the idyllic charms
of the world of innocence celebrated in ‘The Lamb’. They also convey the spiritual
message that both the worlds of innocence and experience are the domains of a single
Supreme Creator: their apparent contrariety being nothing except reflections of His
contrasted dimensions of meekness and fierceness.

In the fifth stanza, we come across a significant allusion to the mythical war between
God and the rebel angels led by Lucifer, which ended in the expulsion of the rebels
from heaven. The defeated angels fell eternally from Paradise to the abysmal depths of
burning hell like shooting stars. The tiger, symbolising God’s wrath, seems to have
been born to vanquish evil in just such a crisis of human civilisation. The final unanswered
question denotes the inscrutable nature of God. This rhetorical question is the very
basic query of the poem itself, which is answered by reaffirming that mildness and
fierceness in spite of their apparent contrariety are two inseparable dimensions of the
Creator Himself. There is no denying the share of each one of them in the world created
and controlled by a single and insurmountable Power, i.e. God.

> Contrast with ‘The Lamb’

The two poems together form the contrasting parts of a single pattern. They exemplify
Blake’s design in the combined volume, which was to portray the contrary states of the
human soul. ‘The Lamb’ is couched in lyrical strains. Its gentle cadence of sibilant
sounds and the soft lilting rhyme, its image of a serene pastoral landscape, all belong to
the world of secure childhood. ‘The Tyger’, on the other hand uses a trochaic rhythm.
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Its lines end in emphatic syllables, which create the impression of hammer-strokes. It
tells of elemental powers and its canvas is not the secluded valley, but the vast cosmos.
The symbols of the former poem are drawn from the Bible, while in the latter the poet
devises his own symbols. As we read the poem, we realise that Blake was also the
writer of prophetic works. The lyric voice of the first poem gives way to the awed,
unanswered questions of the second, as faith is replaced by a tortured seeking for answers
which are never explicit.

2.1.4c.4. Comprehension Exercises
A. Long Questions-20 marks

1. Attempt a critical appreciation of the poem ‘The Tyger’ from Songs of
Experience.

2. How do the poems ‘The Tyger’ and ‘The Lamb’ express two opposite sides
of the human soul? Answer with textual references.

Mid-Length Questions-12 marks
Give in your own words the central idea of the poem ‘The Tyger’.
Write a note on the use of symbols in ‘The Tyger’.

. Short Questions-6 marks

- a N - =

What is the significance of the spelling of the animal’s name in the title of
the poem ‘The Tyger’?

2. Explain with reference to the context the following lines:
When the stars threw down their spears
And water’d heaven with their tears:
Did he smile his work to see?

Did he who made the Lamb make thee?

2.1.5. Blake as Painter

Blake was a poet, visionary, and mystic, and all his pictures are poetically conceived,
but that is not to say that they are literary in any depreciatory sense. Even his illustrations
to his own poems are not simple translations of the written word into pictures. Rather
the poems and the pictures are each counterparts in their proper medium of the image in
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his mind. These mental images had for Blake an almost objective reality, and he did not
regard them as poetic fancies but as actual visions of a reality veiled from the sensual
eye. In his own belief he lived in a world peopled with spirits visible to the eye of the
imagination, which had a reality at least as great as that of the material world around
him. In fact it may be said that for him the ordinary positions of reality and imagination
were reversed, and that the world of the imagination was to him more vivid and actual
than the world of the senses. How far his visions were hallucinatory is unimportant in
considering his art, and each one will come to a different conclusion on this point
according to his own attitude to the unseen world. What is important is Blake’s own
implicit belief in the reality of his visions, and it is this which gives the peculiar force
and intensity to his work. It is always important to read Blake’s poetry in conjunction
with his original engravings, which open up several new layers of meaning for the
reader. It is with this objective in mind that we have added some plates of his engravings
for you.

Activity for Learner

Some of the plates of Blake’s engravings have been included in this unit for
your benefit. For instance have a look at the Plate of the poem ‘The Tyger’.
What do you find? Does the tiger in the engraving made by Blake actually
appear the same as the fearsome image of the tiger which he creates in the
poem? If not, what are the differences or dissimilarities? Make a note of
them and try to repeat the same activity for the other poems and their
corresponding plates.

2.1.6. Summing Up

» From a reading of the four selected poems Blake may be aptly described as a
visionary and a rebel.

» His poetry appeals to us by virtue of its simplicity, spontaneity, melody and
moral earnestness.

> His poetry represents a strong criticism of the Neo-Classical preference for
matter-of-fact reason and decorum.

» All these features have been elaborately explained through the four poems.

A\

Finally, it has to be kept in mind that all of Blake’s poems were not written but
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engraved by him on copper plates, hence the original engravings are profoundly
important in reading the true meaning of his visionary poems.

Hence a few sample plates have been included at in this SLM for the learners to
read the poems in conjunction with the original engravings.

2.1.7. Suggested Reading

Y
2)
3)

4)
5)
6)

Keynes, Geoffrey (ed.) Blake: Complete Writings. Oxford University Press, 1979.
Larrisy, Edward. William Blake. Basil Blackwell, 1985.

Heather & Glen. Vision and Disenchantment: Blake’s Songs and Wordsworth’s
Lyrical Ballads. Cambridge University Press, 1983.

Bottrall, Margaret. (ed). Casebook on Blake’s Songs. Macmillan, 196
Forbear, Michael. The Poetry of William Blake (Penguin)

Paley, Morton D. Twentieth Century Interpretations of Songs of Innocence and
of Experience. Prentice Hall, 1969.
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Unit - 2 O (i) William Wordsworth : ‘Tintern Abbey’
(ii) Samuel Taylor Coleridge ‘Christabel’—
Part I

Structure

2.2.0: Introduction

2.2.1. Coleridge and Wordsworth

2.2.2: William Wordsworth: The Poet and his Poetry.
2.2.2.i(a): Text and Introduction to ‘Tintern Abbey’
2.2.2.i(b): Annotations
2.2.2.i(c): Substance and Critical Commentary
2.2.2.i(d): Themes
2.2.2.i(e): Comprehension Exercises

2.2.3: ST Coleridge: The Poet and his Poetry
2.2.3.ii (a): Text and Introduction to ‘Christabel’
2.2.3.ii (b): Annotations
2.2.3.1i (¢): Central idea
2.2.3.ii (d): Substance and Critical Commentary
2.2.3.ii (e): Themes
2.2.3.ii (f): Comprehension Exercises

2.2.4: Summing Up

2.2.5: Suggested Reading

2.2.0 Introduction

The present Unit, which takes up the peak of the Romantic Movement, is designed to
introduce you to the poetry of William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, the
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two most significant poets in the canon of English Romantic Poetry. The juxtaposition
of the two stalwarts is deliberate — to give you a glimpse of the range of ‘High
Romanticism’ if we may use the term. To the first, we owe the transformation of English
nature poetry from the picturesque to the sublime; to the second, the uncanny ability of
an imaginative-psychological creation of the supernatural. In reading Wordsworth you
will find a depiction of landscape, informed with a moral and philosophical vision. The
view of nature that he presents in his poetry is subjective- half created and half perceived-
as he claims in ‘Tintern Abbey’. In reading Coleridge, you discover how temporal-
spatial distancing can create supra-tenable illusions that make the supernatural seem
real, formulate a complete transport to a past world order, and a comprehension of the
theological concepts of purity and pollution. At the end of this Unit, you should be in a
position to grasp the wide range of nuances of the first phase of Romanticism. As learners,
we would advise you to read this Unit in consonance with the basics of Romantic
literary theory that are scattered all along this study material.

2.2.1. Coleridge and Wordsworth

In June, 1797 Coleridge walked to Racedown, Dorset, where he met Wordsworth and
his sister Dorothy. The intense friendship that sprang up among the three shaped their
lives for the next fourteen years and proved to be one of the most creative partnerships
in English Romanticism. It was based on a mutual love of poetry, critical discussion,
and hill-walking, and an impassioned response to the political and social problems of
the age. Between July 1797 and September 1798 they lived and worked intimately
together: the Coleridges at Nether Stowey, Somerset, and the Wordsworths two miles
away at Alfoxden on the edge of the Quantock hills, where they were visited by Lamb,
Hazlitt and others.

While living at Nether Stowey Coleridge wrote a series of ‘conversation poems’,
including Fears in Solitude, This Lime Tree Bower My Prison, The Nightingale and
Frost at Midnight. Between 1797 and 1798 he also wrote Christabel (Part 1) and Kubla
Khan. In 1798 Wordsworth and Coleridge jointly published the Lyrical Ballads, which
after a poor critical reception, achieved a revolution in literary taste and sensibility. For
this volume Coleridge contributed The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, the tale of a
superstitious sailor on an ill-fated voyage. We come to know from his Biographia
Literaria, while Wordsworth was to take his subjects from ordinary life, Coleridge was
to write poems of the supernatural, but in such a way that the reader’s would be induced
to a “willing suspension of disbelief”.
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2.2.2. William Wordsworth: The Poet and his Poetry

William Wordsworth (1770-1850), son of John Wordsworth and Ann Cookson is
considered the greatest exponent of the Romantic school of English poetry. In 1793 he
published his first collections of poems, An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches. He
met Coleridge in the year 1795 and thus began one of the most celebrated literary
collaborations. With Coleridge he published Lyrical Ballads in 1798 which was to
herald the beginning of the new Romantic wave in English poetry. He added a ‘Preface’
to the 1800 edition which was to become a significant manifesto of the English Romantic
Movement. In the Preface Wordsworth rejected the Neo-Classical concepts of poetic
diction. His call for a more natural poetic diction was part of a larger quest to preserve
the unspoilt and non-alienated aspects of experience in a world that was fast changing
under the onslaught of industrialisation and the rise of capitalism. It was also in keeping
with the emerging democratic temper of the time as it rejected the ornate poetic language
of his predecessors with a “selection of language really used by men” (Preface). His
themes are based on man’s spiritual bond with the world of nature which is why he has
been called the priest of nature. The Prelude, a semi-autobiographical poem which he
began in 1798 remains his masterpiece in which he elaborated on his ideas regarding
the influence of nature on man, a theme which runs through his earlier work as well.
Between 1795 and 1797 he composed his only play, The Borderers. Wordsworth
remained Britain’s Poet Laureate from 1843 until his death in 1850.

2.2.2.i (a). Text and Introduction to ‘Tintern Abbey’

Popularly known as ‘Tintern Abbey’ the poem entitled ‘Lines written a few miles above
Tintern Abbey, on revisiting the banks of the Wye during a tour, 13 July 1798’ is one of
the most significant poems of William Wordsworth. It is a poem which will be of great
value in your understanding of Wordsworth’s views on Nature, Literary Romanticism
and its characteristic views on the role of the poet and poetry, and the philosophical and
spiritual life of man. The poem was composed in the month of July, 1798. It was published
in the Lyrical Ballads (1798), placed at its very end, as if it was the culmination of all
that the poet had wanted to convey throughout the volume.

Wordsworth’s ‘Tintern Abbey’ displays autobiographical elements. Significantly, the
history of the poem’s composition is narrated by Wordsworth himself in his letter to
Miss Fenwick where he famously writes:

No poem of mine was composed under circumstances more pleasant for me to remember
than this. [ began it upon leaving Tintern, after crossing the Wye, and concluded it just
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as I was entering Bristol in the evening, after a ramble of four or five days (10®- 13™®
July) with my sister. Not a line of it was altered, and not any part of it written down till
I reached Bristol.

Tintern Abbey comprises five uneven stanzas written in blank verse. It begins in the
manner of a conventional ‘loco-descriptive’ poem popular in the eighteenth century,
beginning with the description of a particular locale. But as you read the poem you will
become aware that it is more a meditation on the relation between man and nature than
a simple word picture of a scenic spot.

Text

FIVE years have past; five summers, with the length

Of five long winters! and again I hear

These waters, rolling from their mountain-springs

With a soft inland murmur.—Once again

Do I behold these steep and lofty cliffs, 5
That on a wild secluded scene impress

Thoughts of more deep seclusion; and connect

The landscape with the quiet of the sKy.

The day is come when I again repose

Here, under this dark sycamore, and view 10
These plots of cottage-ground, these orchard-tufts,

Which at this season, with their unripe fruits,

Are clad in one green hue, and lose themselves

‘Mid groves and copses. Once again I see

These hedge-rows, hardly hedge-rows, little lines 15
Of sportive wood run wild: these pastoral farms,

Green to the very door; and wreaths of smoke

Sent up, in silence, from amony the trees!

With some uncertain notice, as might seem

Of vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods, 20
Or of some Hermit’s cave, where by his fire

The Hermit sits alone.
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These beauteous forms,

Through a long absence, have not been to me
As is a landscape to a blind man’s eye:

But oft, in lonely rooms, and ‘mid the din
Of towns and cities, 1 have owed to them
In hours of weariness, sensations sweet,
Felt in the blood, and felt alonyg the heart;
And passing even into my purer mind,

With tranquil restoration:—feelings too
Of unremembered pleasure: such, perhaps,
As have no slight or trivial influence

On that best portion of a good man’s life,
His little, nameless, unremembered, acts

Of kindness and of love. Nor less, I trust,
To them I may have owed another gift,

Of aspect more sublime; that blessed mood,
In which the burthen of the mystery,

In which the heavy and the weary weight
Of all this unintelligible world,

Is lightened:—that serene and blessed mood,
In which the affections gently lead us on,—
Until, the breath of this corporeal frame
And even the motion of our human blood
Almost suspended, we are laid asleep

In body, and become a living soul:

While with an eye made quiet by the power
Of harmony, and the deep power of joy,

We see into the life of things.

If this
Be but a vain belief, yet, oh! how oft—
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In darkness and amid the many shapes

Of joyless daylight; when the fretful stir
Unprofitable, and the fever of the world,
Have hung upon the beatings of my heart—
How oft, in spirit, have I turned to thee,

O sylvan Wye! thou wanderer thro’ the woods,
How often has my spirit turned to thee!

And now, with gleams of half-extinguished thought,
With many recognitions dim and faint,

And somewhat of a sad perplexity,

The picture of the mind revives again:

While here I stand, not only with the sense

Of present pleasure, but with pleasing thoughts
That in this moment there is life and food

For future years. And so I dare to hope,
Though changed, no doubt, from what I was when first
I came amony these hills; when (ike a roe

I bounded o’er the mountains, by the sides

Of the deep rivers, and the lonely streams,
Wherever nature led: more like a man

Flying from something that he dreads, than one
Who sought the thing he loved. For nature then
(The coarser pleasures of my boyish days,

And their glad animal movements all gone by)
To me was allin all—I cannot paint

What then I was. The sounding cataract
Haunted me like a passion: the tall rocK,

The mountain, and the deep and gloomy wood,
Their colours and their forms, were then to me
An appetite; a feeling and a love,
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That had no need of a remoter charm,

By thought supplied, nor any interest

Unborrowed from the eye.—That time is past, 85
And allits aching joys are now no more,

And allits dizzy raptures. Not for this

Faint I, nor mourn nor murmur, other gifts

Have followed; for such loss, I would believe,

Abundant recompence. For I have learned 90
To look on nature, not as in the hour

Of thoughtless youth; but hearing oftentimes

The still, sad music of humanity,

Nor harsh nor grating, though of ample power

To chasten and subdue. And I have felt 95
A presence that disturbs me with the joy

Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime

Of somethinyg far more deeply interfused,

Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,

And the round ocean and the living air, 100
And the blue sKy, and in the mind of man;

A motion and a spirit, that impels

All thinKing things, all objects of all thought,

And rolls through all things. Therefore am I still

A lover of the meadows and the woods, 105
And mountains; and of all that we behold

From this green earth; of all the mighty world

Of eye, and ear,—both what they half create,

And what perceive; well pleased to recognise

In nature and the language of the sense, 110
The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse,

The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul

Of allmy moral beinyg.
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Nor perchance,
If I were not thus taught, should I the more 115
Suffer my genial spirits to decay:
For thou art with me here upon the banks
Of this fair river; thou my dearest Friend,
My dear, dear Friend; and in thy voice I catch
The language of my former heart, and read 120
My former pleasures in the shooting lights
Of thy wild eyes. Oh! yet a little while
May I behold in thee what I was once,
My dear, dear Sister! and this prayer I make,
Knowing that Nature never did betray 125
The heart that loved her; ’tis her privilege,
Through all the years of this our life, to lead
From joy to joy: for she can so inform
The mind that is within us, so impress
With quietness and beauty, and so feed 130
With lofty thoughts, that neither evil tongues,
Rash judgments, nor the sneers of selfish men,
Nor greetings where no Kindness is, nor all
The dreary intercourse of daily life,
Shall e’er prevail against us, or disturb 135
Our cheerful faith, that all which we behold
Is full of blessings. Therefore let the moon
Shine on thee in thy solitary walk;
And let the misty mountain-winds be free
To blow against thee: and, in after years, 140
When these wild ecstasies shall be matured
Into a sober pleasure; when thy mind
Shall be a mansion for all lovely forms,
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Thy memory be as a dwelling-place

For all sweet sounds and harmonies; oh! Then, 145
If solitude, or fear, or pain, or grief,

Should be thy portion, with what healing thoughts

Of tender joy wilt thou remember me,

And these my exfortations! Nor, perchance—

If I should be where I no more can hear 150
Thy voice, nor catch from thy wild eyes these gleams

Of past existence—uwilt thou then forget

That on the banKs of this delightful stream

We stood together; and that I, so long

A worshipper of Nature, hither came 155
Unwearied in that service: rather say

With warmer love—oh! with far deeper zeal

Of holier love. Nor wilt thou then forget,

That after many wanderings, many years

Of absence, these steep woods and lofty cliffs, 160
And this green pastoral landscape, were to me

More dear, both for themselves and for thy sake!

2.2.2.i(b). Annotations
....thoughts of more deep seclusion (1.7): intensely private reflections
Repose (1.9): rest
Sycamore (1.10): maple tree; in Biblical usage it also refers to a species of fig tree
..orchard tufts (1.11): clusters of fruit trees cultivated within an enclosed space

...groves and copses (1.14): a small wood or group of trees; copses are those
clusters which are cut periodically.

Hedge-rows (1.15): a border of wild shrubs and trees used to demarcate ownership.
Here it also signifies human intervention in nature. The hedges indicate private
ownership, yet in their indeterminate nature they also symbolise a place where
such demarcations are relaxed and merged with the universal realm of nature.

Sportive (1.16): playful

Notice (1.19): The word is used here as a noun meaning intimation
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Vagrant (1.20): tramp, or a homeless person who lives by begging. Nature is seen
as the last shelter of the outcasts of society. This is also a reminder of the socio-
economic problems of a society in transition.

Hermit (1.21): a person who has withdrawn from the world
..tranquil restoration (1.31): restoring peace of mind
Trivial (1.33): insignificant

..aspect more sublime(1.38):

Burthen (1.39): burden

Unintelligible (1.41): impossible to understand

Serene (1.42): calm

Corporeal (1.44): bodily, physical

...fretful stir (1.54): restless activities

Sylvan wye (1.58): The phrase indicates the wooded regions through which the
river Wye flows.

..half — extinguished thought (1.60): partly forgotten thoughts
Roe (1.69): young deer

...sounding cataract (1.78): refers to the waterfalls and the sound made by them
...gloomy wood (l. 80): dark woods

Recompense (1.90):

....... chasten and subdue (1.95): to discipline and overwhelm
Interfused (1.98): permeated with, interspersed

Impels (1.102): compels

Anchor (1. 111): mooring

Perchance (1.114): Perhaps

Genial (1.116): cordial

...for thou art with me (1.117): The poet is directly addressing his sister, Dorothy
Wordsworth.

...dreary intercourse (1.134): soul-destroying, monotonous relationships of the
mundane world

Exhortation(l.149): encouragement, persuasion

Zeal (1.157): passion
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2.2.2 i (¢). Substance and Critical Commentary

The poem traces the growth of the poet’s relationship with nature. The sensations
provided by the natural landscape are internalised, reflected upon and processed into a
higher realisation of the moral, spiritual and restorative experience which is the backbone
of Wordsworth’s creed. The theme of recollection runs through the poem and you find
how the overlapping of past, present and future aid the poet’s enunciation of a philosophy
of the mind of man and his relationship with Nature.

Stanza I The poem begins with Wordsworth’s declaration of the fact that after a gap of
five years he has been able to visit the banks of the Wye and the adjoining landscape.
Once again he is overjoyed to hear the murmuring flow of water in the river Wye as he
discreetly beholds the serene landscape consisting of sharp and towering wooded hills
uniting with the clear sky. The scene encourages a deep feeling of solitude seclusion
and introspection. The green cottage garden, orchard tufts loaded with unripe fruits
clad in one green hue, the pastoral farms, the smoke which might be coming from the
dwelling of some vagabond or the cave of a hermit only enhance his happiness and
deep seclusion. The unbroken green of the countryside denote a happy co-existence of
man and nature, cultivation and wilderness.

Critical Commentary on the Stanza

A significant motif in the poem is that of memory and personal growth. With the
declaration of a lapse of five years standing between his last visit and the present one,
Wordsworth offers the reader a foreshadowing of the theme of the poem: a comparison
between the past and the present realms of experiences involving his response to the
locale and how it leads to an appreciation of the growth and maturation of the bond
between himself and nature.

The poem is inspired, as we have earlier noted, by a specific landscape and the experience
associated with the landscape. Wye is a beautiful mountain river flowing through Wales
and England. The abbey is located on its banks. Wordsworth is believed to have paid at
least two visits to the same scenery of Wye and the adjoining ruins of the abbey possibly
built in the 13" Century. However, as you move along the poem, you will realise that
the nature that Wordsworth worships and the effect that his experience of natural beauty
has on the growth of his own mind is not restricted within this specific time and place.
The poem gradually moves from the particular to the universal.

The description that the poem begins with is famously called ‘return to nature’. The
‘steep and lofty cliffs’, ‘waters, rolling from their mountain-springs’, ‘dark sycamore’,
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are each introduced by ‘again’ or ‘once again’ and alert the reader to the fact that
Wordsworth’s poem will deal with the present experience in the light of what once had
been. By drawing attention to the continuity in nature he also depicts how the passage
of ‘five long winters’ has changed the mind of the poet who is the onlooker. The
description is obviously connected with the poet’s reflective mood as he emphasises
how the serenity of the scene gives rise to profound thoughts.

Points to Ponder for Learner

e List the words in the stanza which express a sense of peace and
calm.

e In which line does Wordsworth link the landscape with his own
thoughts?

Stanza Two

In this stanza you will find how the poet asserts that in the period that has elapsed
between his first visit and the present one, the serene landscape and its natural beauty,
though physically absent during these five years, have never been absent to him. He
gained enormous amount of pleasure and happiness out of the recollection of the
landscape. The natural beauty has seeped into his soul so powerfully that it has restored
him to tranquillity amid the squalor and weariness of urban life and has prompted him
to be kind and generous. Seeing the landscape with the mind’s eye has uplifted him to
the height of spiritual ecstasy producing a ‘blessed mood’ of calmness which dissolved
the negativities of life. It inspired in him an exalted state of higher spiritual consciousness
which enabled him to understand the harmony in greater nature and cosmos, and in all
inanimate things which are touched by the same power.

Critical Commentary

This section probably enables you to comprehend that nature in Wordsworth is no mere
background or a simple setting in time and place. The landscape, though empirically
absent after his first visit, does not appear to have any less motivating and captivating
spell on the poet. This idea contests the basic spheres of rationalist and scientific studies
involving presence and absence of things. The Wordsworthian view of nature is more
philosophical. Nature inspires a meditative mood and is capable of pushing aside the
alienation and disregard that man faces in the urban life. Wordsworth is seen indirectly
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contesting contemporary notions of development and 18" Century principles of scientific
truth and Enlightenment. It is nature (and not urban development which signifies a
regular disengagement and departure from nature) that is capable of harmonising the
world so vexed with insensitive compartmentalisation of man.

The thematic growth noticeable in the stanza involves the view that from a nature that
inspires ‘seclusion’ by scenic beauty and pastoral diversion the poem is leading to deeper
philosophical levels of the bond shared between man and nature. The gift of nature is
transformed from purely sensuous pleasure that is “felt in the blood” to an abstract and
reflective mood which is his “purer mind” and culminates in a moral and philosophical
insight, which restores the poet’s unity of being leading to a mystical insight into the
nature of the “life of things”. This is an insight into the immanence of a unifying Being
in the whole of creation. In the entire stanza you will notice how Wordsworth emphasises
the suspension of all physical activity in favour of a deeply contemplative mood in
which the impressions of the material world are processed deep within the mind.

Points to Ponder

® How does landscape appear to a blind man? What is the poet trying to
convey?

o  What is the significance of the expression ‘“become a living soul”?

Stanza Three

The stanza is in one way a reiteration of the experiences involving the effect of Wye and
the adjoining landscape during their physical absence. On the other hand, the poet refuses
to view his belief as a mere figment of imagination. He ascertains that in the midst of
joyless and tiring urban existence his spirit has regularly turned to Wye and has received
the bountiful calmness that he so desperately needed.

Critical Commentary

Reiterating what he mentioned in the previous section Wordsworth is again challenging
the empiricist and rationalist views which would view his claims as invalid and fanciful.
His reiteration of the recreational, reenergizing, revitalizing potency of nature leads us
to the next sections where he is to compare the stages of his own psychological and
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spiritual maturation in the context of the landscape’s psychological omnipresence. The
stanza is an early indication of the concept of the “spots of time” which Wordsworth
speaks of in The Prelude, which have a shaping influence on the poet’s psyche. The
temporal shift that occurs in both the second and the third stanzas projects the visual
portrait of the artist’s/ man’s growth in the realm of nature.

Stanza Four

Standing before the majestic, yet serenely simple, beauty of the landscape Wordsworth
feels the revival of the mental picture of the landscape that he consciously and
unconsciously carried within him. He anticipates that the present experience of the
landscape is going to gift him more sustenance for future years. He is assured of the
presence of deeper and graver powers of nature. Not only shall this nature present him
with abundant resources of happiness for the present occasion, but also food
(metaphysically thoughtful and spiritually purgative) for the future. He presents a
comparison between his present self and his previous self in the context of the two
visits paid to the banks of Wye. His psyche and spirit has altered a great deal. He is no
longer the youth who in the pursuit of beauty and freedom could only satisfy the sensuous
needs of his body and mind by drinking to the lees the beauteous aspects of nature.
During his earlier visit, nature seemed to him a magician casting a spell, intoxicating
his mind with sights and sounds which would present before him a diversion from the
mundane din and bustle of urban existence. Earlier, he was intoxicated by the sounding
cataract which would haunt him, he was awed by the deep, gloomy woods, and was
charmed by the liberation he could enjoy in the locale filled with rocks and mountains.
At that point in time, nature appeared to him as a mere means for the coarser delights of
the senses.

Wordsworth, returning to his present sensibility and understanding of what nature has
done in promoting his growth, declares the stage of ecstasy and insane sensuous agitation
to be over. However, he is in no mood to mourn the loss. He is rather overjoyed to notice
that such loss is compensated by a sense of the sublime which has been gifted to him by
the affective power of nature. He now looks at nature with the eye of the adult, not
fuelled by boyish agitations of sensuous delight but conditioned by a deeper insightful
consideration of the sorrows and hardships of fellow human beings. Now nature appears
to him as no diversion but the source of thought in man. Nature now is a mysterious
system, the greater cosmos which holds together the living and the non-living objects
and aspects, and all the binaries of the world. Nature is the source of pleasure still, but
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it is now the chief supplier of spiritual wisdom and thought which permeates every
aspect of creation. He is still the drinker of the intoxication that nature’s beauteous
sights and sounds offer, but in addition to that he is now made wiser. Contemplating
such sights and sounds now lead him towards the purest thoughts involving humanity
and morality. The stanza ends with an eloquent tribute to the outward forms of nature
which act as a gateway to the world of mystical vision which unites human consciousness
with the elements and the cosmos.

Critical Commentary

The stanza brilliantly captures the stages of Wordsworth’s spiritual growth. Moreover,
this stanza is significant in helping you to analyse the theme of nature in the poem.
These lines are remarkably significant in tracing the development of the poet’s response
towards the same landscape. There are three distinct phases in the development of this
attitude. The first involves the thoughtless but intense joys of his “boyish days” while
responding to natural phenomenon which Wordsworth enjoyed during his first visit.
The simile used to describe the stage is that of a roe, a young animal which at once
combines the impression of innocence with immaturity. It is an instinctive stage marked
by appetite and its satisfaction. This phase is dismissed by the phrase “that time is
past”. Wordsworth describes its “dizzy raptures” as the thoughtless response of an
immature mind. The second phase involves the nature that he bore within himself
unconsciously. In the third and final phase Wordsworth recognizes in nature the innate
potency to generate greater thoughts, revitalize imagination, and inspire a cognitive
development in man. This final recognition only occurs by understanding consciously
the silent development of his internal nature, a development which is conditioned by
the collaboration of the external and coarser pleasures derived from “all the mighty
world/ of eye and ear” and the superior potency of nature which in its physical absence
during the five years has developed the spirit of the poet. Wordsworth clearly notices
the associations of nature external and internal, with perceptions and forms without and
within the poet’s mind.

Wordsworth indirectly mentions that while nature is an externally visible and empirically
valid combination of beauteous sights and sounds, it is never a fixed and specified
locale without altering