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ROMANTICISM
BEGAN IN 1798

Myth

1
Once upon a time, as Karl Kroeber has observed, ‘Romanticism was five
poets, a Scottish novelist nobody read, and the years 1798–1832’.1

Even today, there are numerous authorities that proudly declare, with
the Routledge History of Literature in English (2nd ed., 2001), that ‘the
period begins in 1798’;2 with the more recent Britannica Guide to World
Literature (2011), that ‘Lyrical Ballads (1798) [began] the Romantic
movement’;3 or with the Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, that
‘British Romanticism … [has a] commonly accepted founding date of
1798 (the publication of Lyrical ballads)’.4

This is not unreasonable. Even to those alive at the time, the year was
an important one – though not because it had anything to do with the
‘R’ word. The numbers that composed it, Hazlitt wrote in 1823, ‘are
to me like the “dreaded name of Demogorgon”’.5 He may have been
thinking of the uprising of the United Irishmen6 or his first meetings with
Wordsworth and Coleridge;7 it is less likely he had in mind the year in
which the Schlegel brothers began to publish in The Athenaeum writings
that would activate the term ‘Romantic’.8

The obvious objection is that 1798 consigns to the limbo of what
used to be called ‘pre-romanticism’ most of Blake, Burns, Cowper,
Mary Robinson, Anna Laetitia Barbauld, Charlotte Smith, Helen Maria
Williams, and Ann Yearsley, not to mention early works of Wordsworth,
Coleridge, Samuel Rogers, Crabbe, William Lisle Bowles, Ann Radcliffe,
Hannah More, Elizabeth Inchbald, and the entire Revolution debate
(Burke, Paine, Price, Wollstonecraft, Godwin, and Mackintosh, among
others). One response is to backdate it to 1785, in line with the position
taken by the Norton Anthology of English Literature from its sixth
edition (1993) onwards. The Norton’s editors leave us to deduce for
ourselves whether Romanticism began on 1 January 1785 – as opposed
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to 7 January, when a Frenchman and an American made the first crossing
of the English Channel by hot-air balloon; 1 June, when John Adams,
the American ambassador to Great Britain, had his first meeting with
George III; or 6 July, when America adopted the dollar as its currency.
Whatever their view, they include a number of works published prior
to 1785: Barbauld’s ‘The Mouse’s Petition’ (1773), Charlotte Smith’s
‘Written at the Close of Spring’ (1784), and John Newton’s ‘Amazing
Grace!’ (1779).
The Norton is guilty of inconsistency rather than confusion, and not

without cause: theories about Romanticism have a tendency to fracture
when crystallized as rules that have to be policed. That is because the
concept has no exact correlative in historical time, unlike the Elizabethan
age and the Restoration period (Sunday, 15 January 1559 being the date of
Elizabeth’s coronation, 29May 1660 that of Charles II’s triumphant entry
to London). Instead, it is dependent on a post-mortem rationalization of
the people and events with which it is associated, such rationalizations
being seldom other than circular. That is to say, having determined Blake
was not Romantic, we construct a definition excluding him; if we decide
Hannah More and the Bluestockings were, we conceive it accordingly.
And so on.
Which raises the matter of who we consider the Romantics to have

been. No one today would question the eligibility of Keats, Shelley,
and Blake, but in their own time they were either obscure or subject to
ridicule. Then as now, successful writers were those whose books sold –
such as James Montgomery (whose net sales amounted to 38,000
copies), Robert Bloomfield (100,000), George Crabbe (35,000), Henry
Kirke White (21,000), and Robert Pollok, whose The Course of Time
(1827) sold 17,750 copies in less than three years.9 The most frequently
read and discussed were Byron, Thomas Campbell, Coleridge, Thomas
Moore, Samuel Rogers, Walter Scott, Southey, and Wordsworth.10 If
taxonomized at all, they were ‘The Living Poets’, a term Hazlitt used in
his Lectures on the English Poets (1818), with the caveat, ‘I cannot be
absolutely certain that any body, twenty years hence, will think any thing
about any of them’.11 It was well advised: who, at the time of reading
this essay, would confidently declare which poets of the present will be
read decades from now? All the same, ‘The Living Poets’ stuck, perhaps
because it was a label with no pretension other than to classify a diverse
group by the one thing they had in common, and it persisted until around
1830, by which time one of them was dead.
During the Romantic period, ‘romance’ was meaningful only as a term

by which certain kinds of novels or poems were taxonomized. In 1785,
Clara Reeve used it to describe a ‘wild, extravagant, fabulous Story’
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associated with epic and a likeable hero,12 and contemporaries applied it
similarly: Byron called Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage a ‘Romaunt’; Southey
called Thalaba a ‘rhythmical romance’; Scott’s Marmion was ‘a romance
in six cantos’, while Moore’s Lalla Rookh was ‘an oriental romance’.
None of which would have caused anyone to brand them Romantic.13

‘We are troubled with no controversies on Romanticism and Classicism’,
declared Carlyle as late as 1831, a little smugly.14 The debate did not
begin until long after the Romantics were capable of saying what they
thought about it, and only in 1875 were Wordsworth, Southey, and
Coleridge identified as comprising a Romantic school.15 Even then, the
term was slow to catch on. Mrs Oliphant’s Literary History of England
(1886) does not use it, referring instead to ‘The New Brotherhood’, while
subsequent commentators mention ‘The New Poetry’.
One wonders why anyone would posit a starting-point of 4 October

1798, even if that was the publication date of Lyrical Ballads. A precise
date argues for specificity where the more politic option is that of
vagueness, while placing emphasis on what, to most contemporaries, was
a non-event. In March 1799, according to Sara Coleridge, ‘The Lyrical
Ballads are laughed at and disliked by all with very few excepted.’16

Reviews were ‘on the whole favorable, some of them laudatory’, despite
charges of ‘babyism and social withdrawal’.17 No one called it Romantic.
And no one suggested, against the evidence, that Scott, Byron, Southey,
Coleridge, and Wordsworth had anything in common until April 1820,
when John Wilson wrote,

This age has unquestionably produced a noble band of British Poets – each
separated from all the rest by abundant peculiarities of style and manner –
some far above others in skill to embrace and improve the appliances of
popularity – but all of them successful in the best and noblest sense of that
term, because all of them bound together, (however little some of themselves
may suspect it) by rich participation in the stirring and exalting spirit of the
same eventful age – an age distinguished above almost all its predecessors by
the splendour of external things, but still more distinguished by the power
and energy which these have reflected upon the intellect and imagination of
its children.18

Wilson’s commentary deals in generalities (‘rich participation’, ‘the splen-
dor of external things’, and so on), the precise meaning of which may have
been unclear even to him. Indeed, what might have struck contemporaries
most forcibly were its implausibilities, especially given the animosities
between some of those concerned.
Nonetheless, what he says is worth notice. He is reticent about assigning

a terminus a quo to ‘the stirring and exalting spirit of the same eventful
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age’, despite having been one of its witnesses. And that was wise, for
attempts at precise dating are probably doomed. Understandably, the
trend among recent scholars has been to back away from 1798 (and
Lyrical Ballads) and suggest, instead, 1789 (for example). Again, the
argument is circular: by this means, Romanticism is defined in relation
to events in France. Which is fine so long as that is deemed adequate to
encompass the literature classed as Romantic.
Ernest Bernbaum dated the inception of Romanticism to ‘c. 1783’ for

his Anthology of Romanticism (3rd edition 1948), which allowed him
to begin with Blake’s Poetical Sketches.19 Such a move seems uncontro-
versial, as it is dependent not on a historical event but on a creative one.
The problem lies with Romanticism as a concept, which has never been
stable.20 Blake was not essential to it until 1896, apparently. If you agreed
with F. R. Leavis in 1932, Blake was out; if withNorthrop Frye in 1947, he
was in.21 Southey took his place in the Romantic canon until Bernbaum’s
Anthology,22 but failed to make the cut either in Auden and Pearson’s
Portable Romantic Poets (1950) or in Bloom and Trilling’s Romantic
Poetry and Prose (1973). He is absent from the ninth edition of theNorton
(2012) which does, however, contain Letitia Landon, Horace Walpole,
and Maria Edgeworth. As if that were not enough, there is the added
complication of how the Romantics perceived themselves. Was Byron a
Romantic? He didn’t think so. In fact, he thought most poets after Pope,
with the possible exceptions of George Crabbe and Samuel Rogers, a devi-
ation from the true path – of Augustanism (see p. 34). That sort of opinion
is put down to lordly eccentricity, but that this is Byron rather than
Thomas Warton the younger should give us pause. To reiterate: the poet
now reckoned the most Romantic of Romantics cast himself as Augus-
tan, because to him Augustanism was the correct thing, rather than the
incorrect thing of which all but two contemporaries were guilty – which
was what? Anything but Romanticism, which did not yet exist.
This volume follows many others in the field in using the ‘R’ word

unabashedly, which implies the obligation to offer readers some way
of approaching it. I follow Roger Scruton in viewing Romanticism as
the consequence of cultural developments that occurred during the
Enlightenment.

The course of Romantic art is one of ever deeper mourning for the life of ‘nat-
ural piety’ which Enlightenment destroyed. And from this mourning springs
the Romantic hope – the hope of recreating in imagination the community
that will never again exist in fact. Hence the importance of folk poetry, folk
traditions, and ‘ancestral voices’. Beneath the rational culture of Enlighten-
ment, the Romantics searched for another and deeper culture – the culture
of the people, rooted in mystery, and surviving in the inner sanctuary of the
poet’s self.23
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By turning to ‘the inner sanctuary of the poet’s self’, Scruton echoes
Auden, who said that in Romantic literature ‘the divine element in
man is now held to be neither power nor free will nor reason, but self-
consciousness… . the hero whom the poet must celebrate is himself, for
the only consciousness accessible to him is his own’.24 These thoughts
may not amount to a definition, but do indicate a means by which
Romanticism can be distinguished from what came before and after it.25

It is impossible to stick a precise date on when anyone (either individ-
ually or separately) started to think and act Romantically, but those who
did were unlike their forebears. That is not to say they were opposed to
them; after all, they were products of the Enlightenment. But if we regard
them as preoccupied with the inner resources of the self, we apprehend
something of what made them new. With that in mind, a quintessential
Romantic moment might be found in a blank verse fragment of 1798
in which Wordsworth described a mystic experience when ‘beauteous
pictures’

Rose in harmonious imagery – they rose
As from some distant region of my soul
And came along like dreams… .26

Composition of these lines in early 1798 might be taken to indicate that
Romanticism had by then been conceived, but precise datings are proba-
bly best avoided if only because of the variation in what was being written
at any one time. If Blake as Romantic composedUrizen in 1794, the same
need not be argued of Henry James Pye as he wrote The Siege of Meaux
the same year. We are enjoined neither to argue for consistency across the
work of separate authors nor to demand it from a single writer across
decades: Wordsworth in 1842 was not the same writer as in 1798 (Myth
12). Furthermore, the quality of whatever that thing was, as expressed
through those on whom it alights, should be allowed to change. If we find
it in ‘Tintern Abbey’, it need not be identical to what we find in Childe
Harold’s Pilgrimage Canto III or in ‘Mont Blanc’.
Inexact that may be, but it exonerates us from nominating an entire

country ‘Romantic’ for an arbitrary span determined in the ivory tower.
If instead we think of Romanticism as mobile, localized, impermanent,
and filtered through the prism of the individual, it becomes easier to see
why attempts to restrict it to a definable moment remain perpetually
open to debate. It is not stable in the same sense as historical events,
being a retrospective judgement on a long-dead past. Far from inval-
idating it, acceptance of those inherent qualities – its variousness and
selectivity – helps us consider it on its own terms, as it arises from the
inner world of the individual writer, from his or her place within the
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culture, and as the agent of creative renewal, rather than as something
monolithic, all-encompassing, and consistent, an edict imposed on an
earlier time innocent of how it would be judged by a more knowing
future.
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