	A Brief Guide to Romanticism
 
	

	"In spite of difference of soil and climate, of language and manners, of laws and customs, in spite of things silently gone out of mind and things violently destroyed, the Poet binds together by passion and knowledge the vast empire of human society, as it is spread over the whole earth, and over all time. The objects of the Poet's thoughts are every where; though the eyes and senses of man are, it is true, his favorite guides, yet he will follow wheresoever he can find an atmosphere of sensation in which to move his wings. Poetry is the first and last of all knowledge--it is as immortal as the heart of man."
--William Wordsworth, "Preface to Lyrical Ballads"


Romanticism was arguably the largest artistic movement of the late 1700s. Its influence was felt across continents and through every artistic discipline into the mid-nineteenth century, and many of its values and beliefs can still be seen in contemporary poetry. 


It is difficult to pinpoint the exact start of the Romantic movement, as its beginnings can be traced to many events of the time: a surge of interest in folklore in the mid- to late-eighteenth century with the work of the brothers Grimm, reactions against neoclassicism and the Augustan poets in England, and political events and uprisings that fostered nationalistic pride.

Romantic poets cultivated individualism, reverence for the natural world, idealism, physical and emotional passion, and an interest in the mystic and supernatural. Romantics set themselves in opposition to the order and rationality of classical and neoclassical artistic precepts to embrace freedom and revolution in their art and politics. German romantic poets included Fredrich Schiller and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, and British poets such as William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Percy Bysshe Shelley, George Gordon Lord Byron, and John Keats propelled the English Romantic movement. Victor Hugo was a noted French Romantic poet as well, and romanticism crossed the Atlantic through the work of American poets like Walt Whitman and Edgar Allan Poe. The Romantic era produced many of the stereotypes of poets and poetry that exist to this day (i.e., the poet as a highly tortured and melancholy visionary).

Romantic ideals never specifically died out in poetry, but were largely absorbed into the precepts of many other movements. Traces of romanticism lived on in French symbolism and surrealism and in the work of prominent poets such as Charles Baudelaire and Rainer Maria Rilke. 


William Blake


Blake was a nonconformist who associated with some of the leading radical thinkers of his day, such as Thomas Paine and Mary Wollstonecraft. In defiance of 18th-century neoclassical conventions, he privileged imagination over reason in the creation of both his poetry and images, asserting that ideal forms should be constructed not from observations of nature but from inner visions. He declared in one poem, "I must create a system or be enslaved by another man's." He expressed his opposition to the English monarchy, and to 18th-century political and social tyranny in general In the prose work The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790-93), he satirized oppressive authority in church and state.

He taught himself Greek, Latin, Hebrew, and Italian, so that he could read classical works in their original language. In Felpham he experienced profound spiritual insights that prepared him for his mature work. They have neither traditional plot, characters, rhyme, nor meter. They envision a new and higher kind of innocence, the human spirit triumphant over reason.

Blake believed that his poetry could be read and understood by common people, but he was determined not to sacrifice his vision in order to become popular. In 1808 he exhibited some of his watercolors at the Royal Academy, and in May of 1809 he exhibited his works at his brother James's house. Some of those who saw the exhibit praised Blake's artistry, but others thought the paintings "hideous" and more than a few called him insane. 

“The Sick Rose” by William Blake (1794)
              1
O Rose, thou art sick!
              2
The invisible worm
              3
That flies in the night,
              4
In the howling storm,
              5
Has found out thy bed
              6
Of crimson joy:
              7
And his dark secret love
              8
Does thy life destroy.
William Wordsworth

While the poems (from Lyrical Ballads) themselves are some of the most influential in Western literature, it is the preface to the second edition that remains one of the most important testaments to a poet's views on both his craft and his place in the world. In the preface Wordsworth writes on the need for "common speech" within poems and argues against the hierarchy of the period which valued epic poetry above the lyric. 

Wordsworth's most famous work, The Prelude (1850), is considered by many to be the crowning achievement of English romanticism. The poem, revised numerous times, chronicles the spiritual life of the poet and marks the birth of a new genre of poetry. 

	“The world is too much with us; late and soon” William Wordsworth
	

	
The world is too much with us; late and soon,

Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers;

Little we see in Nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon!

This Sea that bares her bosom to the moon;              5
The winds that will be howling at all hours,

And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers,

For this, for everything, we are out of tune;

It moves us not.--Great God!  I'd rather be

A pagan suckled in a creed outworn;                         10
So might I, standing on this pleasant lea,

Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn;

Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea;

Or hear old Triton blow his wreathèd horn.

	


	
	


John Keats 

In July 1820, he published his third and best volume of poetry, Lamia, Isabella, The Eve of St. Agnes, and Other Poems. The three title poems, dealing with mythical and legendary themes of ancient, medieval, and Renaissance times, are rich in imagery and phrasing. The volume also contains the unfinished "Hyperion," and three poems considered among the finest in the English language, "Ode on a Grecian Urn," "Ode on Melancholy," and "Ode to a Nightingale." 
	“La Belle Dame Sans Merci” ("the beautiful lady without pity")
	

	by John Keats 

	A ballad

	Ah, what can ail thee, wretched wight, 

  Alone and palely loitering;

The sedge is withered from the lake, 

  And no birds sing.

Ah, what can ail thee, wretched wight,      5
  So haggard and so woe-begone?

The squirrel's granary is full, 

  And the harvest's done.


I see a lilly on thy brow,

  With anguish moist and fever dew;          10
And on thy cheek a fading rose

  Fast withereth too.


I met a lady in the meads

  Full beautiful, a faery's child; 

Her hair was long, her foot was light,         15
  And her eyes were wild.


I set her on my pacing steed, 

  And nothing else saw all day long;

For sideways would she lean, and sing 

  A faery's song.                                            20

I made a garland for her head, 

  And bracelets too, and fragrant zone;

She looked at me as she did love, 

  And made sweet moan.


She found me roots of relish sweet,               25
  And honey wild, and manna dew;

And sure in language strange she said, 

  I love thee true.


She took me to her elfin grot, 

  And there she gazed and sighed deep,          30
And there I shut her wild sad eyes-- 

  So kissed to sleep.


And there we slumbered on the moss, 

  And there I dreamed, ah woe betide,

The latest dream I ever dreamed                     35
  On the cold hill side.


I saw pale kings, and princes too, 

  Pale warriors, death-pale were they all;

Who cried--"La belle Dame sans merci 

  Hath thee in thrall!"                                       40

I saw their starved lips in the gloam 

  With horrid warning gaped wide,

And I awoke, and found me here 

  On the cold hill side.

And this is why I sojourn here                          45
  Alone and palely loitering,

Though the sedge is withered from the lake, 

  And no birds sing.


	
	

	

	

	
	


 Percy Bysshe Shelley
In 1811, Shelley continued this prolific outpouring with more publications, and it was one of these that got him expelled from Oxford after less than a year's enrollment: another pamphlet that he wrote and circulated with Hogg, "The Necessity of Atheism." Shelley could have been reinstated with the intervention of his father, but this would have required his disavowing the pamphlet and declaring himself Christian. Shelley refused, which led to a complete break between Shelley and his father. This left him in dire financial straits for the next two years, until he came of age.

That same year, at age nineteen, Shelley eloped to Scotland with Harriet Westbrook, sixteen. Once married, Shelley moved to the Lake District of England to study and write. Two years later he published his first long serious work, Queen Mab: A Philosophical Poem. The poem emerged from Shelley's friendship with the British philosopher William Godwin, and it expressed Godwin's freethinking Socialist philosophy. Shelley also became enamored of Godwin and Mary Wollstonecraft's daughter, Mary, and in 1814 they eloped to Europe. After six weeks, out of money, they returned to England. In November 1814 Harriet Shelley bore a son, and in February 1815 Mary Godwin gave birth prematurely to a child who died two weeks later. The following January, Mary bore another son, named William after her father. In May the couple went to Lake Geneva, where Shelley spent a great deal of time with George Gordon, Lord Byron, sailing on Lake Geneva and discussing poetry and other topics, including ghosts and spirits, into the night. During one of these ghostly "seances," Byron proposed that each person present should write a ghost story. Mary's contribution to the contest became the novel Frankenstein. That same year, Shelley produced the verse allegory Alastor, or The Spirit of Solitude. In December 1816 Harriet Shelley apparently committed suicide. Three weeks after her body was recovered from a lake in a London park, Shelley and Mary Godwin officially were married. Shelley lost custody of his two children by Harriet because of his adherence to the notion of free love.

On July 8, 1822, shortly before his thirtieth birthday, Shelley was drowned in a storm while attempting to sail from Leghorn to La Spezia, Italy, in his schooner, the Don Juan.

From http://www.poets.org/poet.php/prmPID/179
	“Ozymandias” by Percy Bysshe Shelley
	

	I met a traveller from an antique land

Who said: "Two vast and trunkless legs of stone

Stand in the desert . . . Near them, on the sand,

Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown,

And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,

Tell that its sculptor well those passions read

Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things,

The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed:

And on the pedestal these words appear:

'My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:

Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!'

Nothing beside remains. Round the decay

Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare

The lone and level sands stretch far away."



	Lord Byron

His fame, however, was among the aristocratic intellectual class, at a time when only cultivated people read and discussed literature. The significant rise in a middle-class reading public, and with it the dominance of the novel, was still a few years away. At 24, Byron was invited to the homes of the most prestigious families and received hundreds of fan letters, many of them asking for the remaining cantos of his great poem—which eventually appeared in 1818.

An outspoken politician in the House of Lords, Byron used his popularity for public good, speaking in favor of workers' rights and social reform. He also continued to publish romantic tales in verse. His personal life, however, remained rocky. He was married and divorced, his wife Anne Isabella Milbanke having accused him of everything from incest to sodomy. A number of love affairs also followed, including one with Claire Clairmont, the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley's sister in law. By 1816, Byron was afraid for his life, warned that a crowd might lynch him if he were seen in public.

Forced to flee England, Byron settled in Italy and began writing his masterpiece, Don Juan, an epic-satire novel-in-verse loosely based on a legendary hero. He also spent much of his time engaged in the Greek fight for independence and planned to join a battle against a Turkish-held fortress when he fell ill, becoming increasingly sick with persistent colds and fevers. 

She Walks in Beauty 
	

	by George Gordon, Lord Byron 

	

	She walks in beauty, like the night 

   Of cloudless climes and starry skies;

And all that's best of dark and bright 

   Meet in her aspect and her eyes:

Thus mellowed to that tender light 

   Which heaven to gaudy day denies.


One shade the more, one ray the less, 

   Had half impaired the nameless grace

Which waves in every raven tress, 

   Or softly lightens o'er her face;

Where thoughts serenely sweet express 

   How pure, how dear their dwelling place.


And on that cheek, and o'er that brow, 

   So soft, so calm, yet eloquent,

The smiles that win, the tints that glow, 

   But tell of days in goodness spent,

A mind at peace with all below, 

   A heart whose love is innocent!


� � HYPERLINK "http://poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID/5670" ��http://poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID/5670�
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