A Brief Guide to English Romanticism 
by Jacob Haddad

Philosophical Background 

 Whereas the empiricists (Francis Bacon, Rene Descartes and the later Enlightenment philosophers John Locke, David Hume, George Berkeley) of the 18th century  who were part of the ‘Age of Enlightenment’ (a belief in individualism and questioning what we believe through scientific method and discourse as opposed to relying on tradition) believed that truth could be located through information gathered through the senses from the material world, the Romantics believed in, above all else, the passion and the power of the human consciousness and spirit. Goethe, a great German Romantic poet, exclaimed “Gefülte is Alles” or ‘Feeling is everything’, and the literature of the late 18th and 19th centuries was for the English Romantic school an outlet for this visionary, expressive belief in the power of imagination. Schopenhauer emphasised that the world is not a rational place, and thus rejected the philosophy of the past century, suggesting that it is through artistic and literary pursuits that we can transcend the ultimately painful drudgery of human existence.

Later into the 19th Century and from its inception, there were many variants and add-ons to Romantic philosophy which originated mainly in Germany - Hegel, an almost exact contemporary of Coleridge’s, for instance, was a major champion of Pantheism and Coleridge and Wordsworth, at the vanguard of Early English Romanticism, were heavily influenced by his work, and this idea can be found in Coleridge’s depiction of nature as all-encompassing and his raising of nature to almost the level of a deity in its power over the Mariner. Nietzsche contributed significantly to Romantic philosophy in the latter half of the 19th Century.

Nietzsche, writing after Coleridge, though caught between rationalism and romanticism in many ways, was profoundly pessimistic about society and traditional bonds of unity between us all (his outlook is often described as ‘nihilistic’ - the ultimate belief that life has no purpose and is essentially meaningless, which is a thread through much 19th Century literature - particularly in Russia, see Dostoevsky) and believed that we all have the capacity to become fully realised personalities or ubermenschen and be in full communion with the physical, temporal world, rejecting the ‘other-worldly hopes’ of organised religion (‘God is dead’).

Historical Background

The French Revolution


                                                      ‘Liberty leading the People’ by Eugene Delacroix
Coleridge, Wordsworth, and their poetic heirs Shelley and Byron were influenced greatly by the transformation in social order and the ideas of liberty and the freedom of expression of the common man that were born out of the overthrowing of Louis XIV of France, replacing an absolute monarchy with a republic - a democracy run by the people for the people which promised to secure common rights and uphold a belief in ‘Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité’ (‘Liberty, Equality, Brotherhood’), now the national motto of France. 

Coleridge was spurred on by the Revolution, which had profound consequences for all European societies, to provide the lower classes, those who had not up to now had a voice in literature, with a means of expression in his poetry, using the ballad form which was a story-telling form used for centuries by the common man in social settings and incorporating the dialect and speech mannerisms of the common man, like that of the Mariner and wedding guest, into his work. This was profound as the literature of the past tended to take for its subject matter the aristocracy, yet the Revolution in France and its opening of the floodgates of censorship to allow for new ideas and radical opinions to be expressed allowed for Romanticism to flourish.

Also, Coleridge’s belief that moral awareness could be awakened in the people by a great mass revolution against tradition and authority for a unified moral purpose was influenced by the French Revolution, and he arguably became more cynical about the extent to which society could bring about such a revolution in morals as the ‘Reign of Terror’ during the Revolution took shape, with political rivalries leading to the mass murder by guillotine of any and all perceived ‘enemies of the revolution’ - any mass moral awakening was if anything short-lived. All these ideas are arguably played out in ‘Rime’, with the Mariner compelled to try to make the common man like himself morally aware by telling his tale ‘from land to land’, while all sense of brotherhood and a unified moral cause is lost as he wanders solitary, compelled by a burning fire within.

The Industrial Revolution

The development of science in the late 18th century lead to the industrialization of England which began in the late 1700s and continued throughout the 19th century, marked by the creation of steam power and the railway, which opened up people’s horizons and allowed them to see more of the world whereas before they may have only seen the nearest market town and their own village, the replacement of traditional cottage industries where small settlements of workers would weave on the loom or treat textiles with an organised capitalism wherein machines replaced more primitive equipment and vast swathes of the population migrated to the cities where work was to be found. This lead to increased quality of life for many, but also vast overpopulation in crowded inner cities and high infant mortality rates as the basic sanitation of the cities could not cope with such large gatherings of people, and fundamentally, a huge gap between rich and poor, arguably a defining feature of any capitalist society. 

[image: ]
Many Romantic writers and artists were appalled by the ugliness and scarring left as a by-product of the Industrial Revolution.
The Romantics believed that as populations expanded, the wealth gap grew and the creation of the middle class who profited from capitalist ventures lead to even greater stratification of society and a new underclass developed on the fringes of decent society, people were more disillusioned and disenfranchised from one another than ever before when small societies in rural settlements held strong bonds of community. Thus, the Romantics placed great emphasis on the individual breaking free and forging his own path away from a social framework which was being pushed to its limits and threatening to collapse; the individual Mariner, liminal and on the edge of society, condemned to wander alone, is an image in ‘Rime’ which connects with this idea. Also, Coleridge’s choice of a medieval, Pre-Reformation ‘golden age’ setting represents his belief that society was much healthier before industrialisation and his nostalgia is arguable generated by his cynicism about the new shape that society was taken - much colder, more indifferent in many ways.
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The Lake District landscape inspired Wordsworth and the ‘Lake Poets’
Another key consideration is the Romantic Movement in England as a reaction against what they perceived to be a brutalisation of the countryside and of nature generally, the place where they turned for their inspiration. William Blake, a contemporary of Coleridge’s practically unknown during his lifetime was a great visionary who claimed to have experienced visions of angel in trees etc. throughout his life who wrote about ‘satanic mills’ belching their black smoke into the atmosphere and forcing the ordinary man to perform uncreative, menial work which did not reflective the higher purpose that he believed humans must strive to fulfil, i.e. of being creative and reflective and imaginative. As such, the Romantic poets can in many way be regarded as trying at all times to justify the importance of poets and artists in a society that was threatening to make them useless, a society that seemed to be able to rely on steam power and machinery to keep society going and to generate capital and progress; the Romantics argued that this view was misguided and that society needed poets and philosophers to morally guide the people and provide them with awareness of the beauty and fascination of the world around them. Wordsworth also subscribed to this idea, using the Lake District landscapes as his great poetic muse, describing simple relations between simple, common folk in simple, rural communities. 


However, it must be noted that not although of the artistic figures and thinkers associated with the Romantics in England shared this belief in the degeneracy of industrialisation. For example, 
[image: ]Turner, the great landscape artist, was fascinated by the power of industry and of scientific progress, as can be seen here in his painting ‘Rain, Steam and Speed’ in many ways a celebration of the excitement and sensory delights of man’s industrial progress - his interest is evident through his intense suggestion of the vivid colours which are part of the power of the train on its course, we can almost hear friction between the train and the tracks and feel the heat radiating from its body - remember, the Romantics were very interested in intensity of feeling!‘Rain, Steam and Speed’ by J.M.W. Turner


Literary Background

The 18th Century is often seen to be a century of stale, highly artificial writing in England in which classical models of poetic form were rehashed and a writer’s ability was not necessarily gauged by the degree to which he was original but by the degree to which he could with virtuosity employ the forms and diction of antiquity. Of course, this is an oversimplification as arguably the novel as we know it and as Dickens and Thackeray and other great Victorian masters used it was invented in this period in the work of Fielding and Richardson. However, there is a real sense in which the early Romantics were reacting against this didactic literature which gave little room for subjectivity and personal expressions of thoughts and feelings but which was based on tradition, not progress.

A few General Themes of Romanticism

It must be stressed that Romanticism, even in England, is a loose, baggy concept with many contradictions and inconsistencies, but the following would generally be agreed upon.

Individualism, Nature and the power of the imagination and  the voice of the common man have all been discussed and are fundamental to Romanticism. Also, death and dreaming could be researched, which frames the ‘Rime’ nicely in context. However, the idea of the ‘Sublime’ should get a special treatment as I think it is up there with the most important.

The ‘Sublime’

In literature, this refers to a feature of Romantic writing and art which provides a glimpse into nature’s immeasurableness, and our smallness compared with the vastness and infinity of nature, which has the capacity when highlighted to put the reader into a kind of inspired ecstasy or reverie. Anne Radcliffe with her gothic fiction about dungeons and curses in the great castles of Europe relied on this idea for the effect she had on her (mainly female) readers. In the visual arts, Caspar David Friedrich, a German painter, showed man, the individual breakaway genius, in relief against a mighty and indifferent yet intensely beautiful nature, as in this painting of his, ‘The Wanderer’.


‘The Wanderer’ by Caspar David Friedrich

Coleridge in ‘Rime’ presents the Mariner as threatened and under the control of nature, battling against the elements. He personally believed that the sublime can only be found in those aspects of nature which are seemingly infinite, like the sky and ocean, and this seems to have been played out to the word in the ‘Rime’ with its ocean changing color ‘like a witch’s oils’ and throwing the Mariner on and off course at its will. 

For More Information

There are some great videos on ‘Youtube’ you can look at which I have enjoyed and use frequently:

The ‘Three Minute Philosophy’ series is a good-humoured quick guide to many of the philosopher I have mentioned. For example, here’s David Hume http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=r3QZ2Ko-FOg
A fantastic documentary is ‘The Romantic Spirit’ made a while ago but which gives a detailed summary of the key ideas of Romanticism in 45 minute chunks while providing you with lots of opportunities to hear the poetry and see the paintings and hear the music being discussed, all of which gives you a really good flavour of the movement. Here’s a good one on the ‘Triumph of Death’ http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PiCfrt8Sr3I
[bookmark: _GoBack]Finally, I recommend Peter Ackroyd’s documentary series ‘The Romantics’ to be found here http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0qOP7TRMlxk ‘Liberty’, ‘Nature’ and so forth are given an hour’s treatment, and usefully the focus is on English Romanticism and poetry in particular - there is a great bit on Coleridge!
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