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T:: Socio-cultural, historical contextualisation of the Romantic period
with a focus on Great Britain and parallels with European and American cultural history
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CSS:: Romanticism and/as counter-Enlightenment, Romanticism
vs Neo/Classicism, dialectical worldview, the creative powers of imagination, an
exaltation of emotions and epiphanies, negative capability, the sublime, egotistical
sublime, Mother Nature, pantheism, exoticism, the Noble savage, the heroic quest theme,
revolutionary movements, Romantic nationalism, the myth of the Romantic genius, the
cult of sensibility, Graveyard Poets
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AUTHORS: William Blake, William Wordsworth, S.T. Coleridge, George Gordon Byron,
Percy B Shelley, John Keats, Thomas Chatterton, Thomas Gray, Edward Young, James
McPherson, Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
PHILOSOPHERS: Edmund Burke, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, John Locke, Spinoza
PAINTERS: William Turner, Caspar David Friedrich, Eugene Delacroix
HISTORICAL FIGURE: Napoléon Bonaparte
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GSS:: William Blake’s “London” vs William Wordsworth’s
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“The daffodils”, Thomas Gray: “Elegy written in a country churchyard”
DEFINITION: Romanticism is an artistic, literary, cultural, intellectual movement that
originated in Europe in the late 18th century (~1770-1850).
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 a deepened admiration of the docile and/or sublime beauties of Nature
 an exaltation of spontaneous individual emotions and epiphanies over socially controlled
rational calculation, formal conventions or traditional procedures
 an ardent belief in revolutionary powers of creative Imagination, visionary insights as
gateway to transcendental experience, spiritual truth
 an introspective analysis of the human psyche, personality, moods, mental potentialities –an
emphasis on the individual, the subjective, the personal
 a preoccupation with the genius, the hero, the exceptional visionary poet (his passions, inner
struggles, prophetic powers) -- the Revolution is a potent metaphor
 a revisiting of folk culture, simple peasant wisdom, national/ethnic cultural origins, the Noble
Savage myth
 an obsession with the ’far away and long ago’: medieval myths, dreams, superstitions, the
exotic, remote, mysterious, weird, occult, monstrous, diseased, and even satanic
 a predominance of a dialectical worldview: concerned with the irresolvable conflict of
opposites, unresolved ambiguities: the awareness of coexistent discordant qualities leads to a
modern manner of experiencing reality, a sensibility, a recognition of the vulnerability of
physical frame and the mightiness of the mind, a free expression of imagination
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Romanticism has been often described in terms of a rebellious criticism of the past, and as a
counter-reaction to a variety of established socio-cultural trends or fossilized worldviews
including the Industrial revolution, the Enlightenment rationality, (neo)Classicism, and
physical materialism.
2.1. ROMANTICISM AS A COUNTER-REACTION TO INDUSTRIALIZATION &
MECHANIZATION Succeeding to the Industrial Revolution great masses of people moved
to the metropolitan area in search of better lives, however urbanization (the shift of the
population from the rural to the urban region) failed to grant satiety to many who suffered in
cities due to overpopulation, pollution, poverty, poor working conditions in factories,
malnourishment, and alienation.
2.1.1. A CASE STUDY: CORRUPTED CAPITALS VS. DANCING DAFFODILS
The misery of city life is encapsulated in William Blake’s 1794 poem on “London”
in which a solitary walker witnesses the weakness and woe of poor workers exploited,
‘cannibalized’ by the capital. In this apocalyptic and acoustically dense poem, full of cries,
sighs, and curses, a solitary wanderer records on gloomy picture postcard-like impressions the
drawbacks of civilization, those “mind forged manacles” which make young and old citydwellers (including chimney sweep, harlot, soldier) to voluntary abuse themselves for the
sake of survival. Blake juxtaposed images of the dangerous, steam-powered “dark satanic
mills” he associated with the dominance of mechanical reason or an environmental
apocalypse and “England’s green and pleasant land,” a peaceful, vital, regenerative natural
landscape, Mother Earth, catering for an interdependent web of companion species that could
serve a model for political practice.
William Wordsworth’s 1807 poem “I wandered lonely as a cloud” (“The
daffodils”) perfectly illustrates just how different experience is provided by a solitary walk in
the rural outdoors. Nature seems to offer an alternative, an idealized elsewhere where city
dwellers can escape to find health, inspiration, purification, spiritual illumination throughout
intimate encounters with the natural landscape. The solitary wandering in meadows or
mountains, the ravished encounter with uncivilized wild animals untainted by dark passions,
corruption, or the knowledge of mortality, or simple country people who still live in harmony
with nature, or the amazement felt on witnessing the overwhelming beauty and power of
natural phenomena like a thunder, a waterfall, or migrating birds, the discovery of the totality
of being in the petal of a flower or a grain of sand become powerful metaphors of Romantic
poetry. Nature is always filtered through the imagination of the poet, whose creative
sensitivity allows him to make an honest, direct connection with reality in Nature that is a
privileged space undistorted by social judgment, a locus where God dwells and where
inspiration can be drawn from.
William Blake: London, 1794
William Wordsworth: Daffodils, 1807
I wandered lonely as a cloud
I wander thro' each charter'd street,
That
floats on high o'er vales and hills,
Near where the charter'd Thames does flow,
When all at once I saw a crowd,
And mark in every face I meet
A host, of golden daffodils;
Marks of weakness, marks of woe.
Beside the lake, beneath the trees,
Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.

In every cry of every man,
In every Infant's cry of fear,
In every voice, in every ban,
The mind-forg'd manacles I hear.

Continuous as the stars that shine
And twinkle on the milky way,
They stretched in never-ending line
Along the margin of a bay:
Ten thousand saw I at a glance,
Tossing their heads in sprightly dance.
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How the Chimney-sweeper's cry
Every blackning Church appalls;
And the hapless Soldier's sigh
Runs in blood down Palace walls.
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The waves beside them danced; but they
Out-did the sparkling waves in glee:
A poet could not but be gay,
In such a jocund company:
I gazed—and gazed—but little thought
What wealth the show to me had brought:

But most thro' midnight streets I hear
How the youthful Harlot's curse
Blasts the new-born Infant's tear,
And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse.

For oft, when on my couch I lie
In vacant or in pensive mood,
They flash upon that inward eye
Which is the bliss of solitude;
And then my heart with pleasure fills,
And dances with the daffodils.

2.1.2. AN INFLUENTIAL NOTION: THE NATURAL POWER OF THE SUBLIME
The Sublime was the most important concern of eighteenth century aesthetics. It is a quality
of greatness (physical, moral, intellectual, artistic, spiritual, metaphysical) beyond all
possibility of calculation, measurement, or imitation. It was often contrasted with the
Neoclassic idea of Beauty. Philosopher Edmund Burke in his Philosophical Enquiry into
the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757) defined “the passion caused by
the great and sublime in nature as an astonishment, a state of the soul in which all motions are
suspended with some degree of horror. In this case the mind is so entirely filled with its
object, that it cannot entertain any other.”
The elementary powers of natural phenomena, such as a thunderstorm, a wild horse, or
an infinite starlit sky provoke an ambiguous dual emotional combination of awe and horror
in the human spectator who is simultaneously 1. frightened because he is reminded of the
fragility of his human physical bodily frame (that could be shattered any time by all mighty
nature) and 2. fascinated by the magnificence of his own human mind and imagination that is
capable of recognizing this fragility. A sinking ship on fire, a thunderbolt, or a raging bull
might provide aesthetic pleasure provided the threat of danger is contemplated from a safe
distance, provided you do not have to fight for your life, but can freely lend yourself to this
intellectual and emotional experience.
EDUTAINMENT: CLICK AND PLAY THE VIDEO GIF BELOW
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The sublime bridges the gap between the limited human faculty of understanding and
the unimaginable infinity of physical universe. The heroic enterprise of trying to imagine the
unimaginable is a Romantic trope inspired by Greco-Roman myths about overreacher
characters who aim beyond the confines of their humanity, aspire to reach transcendental
realms, to gain unearthly knowledge or powers with which they could redeem the life of
humanity but are doomed to fail.
EXTRACURRICULAR EXERCISE: Check the myths of Prometheus, Sisyphus, Danaides
in Encyclopedia Mythica at https://pantheon.org/ Compare their tragic destinies. Explore:
How is the romantic trope of the fallen hero inspired by these mythical origins?
In Wordsworth’s view of the egotistical sublime Nature deserved to be an object of
religious and moral veneration because it perfectly symbolized “the inner motions of our
consciousness.” He believed the external World “to be fitted to the human mind” and
suggested that the meticulous mapping of Nature could allow for self-inspection. In his poem
on Tintern Abbey a touristic visit to an ancient architectural ruin nested in the heart of natural
vegetation gradually overgrowing it offers him pretext to speculate about his own psychic
maturation via a comparison of his past memories and present experiences of encountering the
same landscape. This idea of egotistical sublime relocates the sublime experience within the
kernel of the human heart.
EXERCISE No1: LISTEN to the initial fanfare entitled “Sunrise” of Richard Strauss’s tone
poem Thus Spoke Zarathusra inspired by Friedrich Nietzsche’s philosophical novel of the
same title. Although the music was composed in 1896 but it bears typically Romantic
features. What are these? How does Strauss capture a cosmic scale sublime in his music?
Also Sprach Zarathustra, Op. 30 - Strauss.mp3

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/f/fc/Richard_Strauss_-_Also_Sprach_Zarathustra.ogg

You can find potential ANSWERS at the end of the chapter.
VISUAL EXAMPLES FOR THE SUBLIME Romantic artists used the epic of Nature as an
expression of the sublime ((Source: Public Domain, Wikimedia Common)

Caspar David Friedrich, Wanderer above the Sea of Fog, 1817, Kunsthalle Hamburg.
Eugene Delacroix, Horse frightened by Lightning, 1825
4
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Click twice to watch POWERPOINT on the Sublime in Romantic painting (source of images:
Wikimedia Commons, Public Domain)
John Martin, Sadak in Search of the Waters of Oblivion (1817) & The Bard (1817)

2.2. ROMANTICISM AS A COUNTER-REACTION TO ENLIGHTENMENT & THE
AGE OF REASON
Romanticism succeeds to the period of Enlightenment, also called the Age of Reason, an
intellectual and philosophical movement that predominated the long 18th century in Europe,
and was marked by a belief in human rational intellect’s capacity to know reality and master a
scientifically measurable nature. Among major thinkers of the era, Newton argued for the
regular, ordered nature of the universe (he created calculus, described universal gravitation
and the three laws of motion), Locke’s empiricism claimed that human sensorial experiences
allow for a systematic comprehension of the world, and Spinoza’s philosophy advocated
democracy, individual liberty, freedom of thought and expression and the eradication of
religious authority.
EXTRACURRICULAR EXERCISE: Which are the major features of the Enlightenment
Scientific Revolution described in this video at www.History.com ?
Collect and compare them with features of Romanticism.
http://www.history.com/topics/enlightenment/videos/scientific-revolution
Whereas Romanticism embraced Enlightenment’s idea of questioning traditional
authority, it moved clearly against the tenets of the previous epoch by suggesting that
humanity could/should be improved through the celebration of its imaginative and emotional
faculties instead of rationalism. The Mind as a privileged spot of the Enlightenment
perception is replaced by an increasing attention in issues of the Heart and the Soul in
Romanticism. Inspiration and intellectual experience become grounded in sentiments,
sensations, and spontaneity.
The narcissistic pride of a human being, who believes that he can reach a complete,
encyclopedic knowledge of the world with the help of reason and scientific scrutiny,
diminished in Romanticism when the greatest wisdom of all seemed to be that human being
cannot know everything. The poet John Keats called “negative capability” “when man is
capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact
5
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and reason”. The recognition of the limits of his knowledge is a major intellectual, psychic
aesthetic, and philosophical experience: the mortal human becomes aware of the vulnerability
of his physical frame yet also recognizes that despite his microscopic insignificance he can
reach an intimate contact with the magnificent totality of being through his capacity to
appreciate the beauty of fragility and the sublimity of greatness. The genius of the human
mind resides in the fact that he knows that he cannot know everything but he can imagine
anything.
2.3. ROMANTICISM AS A COUNTER-REACTION TO (NEO)CLASSICISM
In the chart below you can see the major differences between Romanticism and Neoclassicism
and explore how the Romantics attempted to defy the tradition of the previous era. Beginning
around mid-18th century, the Enlightenment and the emerging Neoclassicism were intertwined
movements, inspired by similar philosophical theories, aesthetic ideals and social critical
agendas. Both were indebted to the spirit of the Revolutions, but Neoclassicism was more of
an artistic manifestation of aesthetic and cultural ideals, while the Enlightenment was a wider
philosophical and political movement focusing on the human condition.
NEOCLASSICISM

ROMANTICISM

traditionalism, respects/imitates classical
rules, models, regularity of form, beaty of
proportion, Stylistic decorum

innovation, originality, exploitation of the
unconscius, the supernatural, the far away
and long ago
poet prophet, rejects poetic diction, writes a
visionary mode of art

poetry=craftmanship

poetry= ”spontaneous overflow of powerful
feelings” (Wordsworth)

subject: human nature as part of organized
society to yield instruction and pleasure

subject: external nature described with
sensuous accuracy, nature is stimulus for
thought

„True wit is what oft was thought But never
so well expressed.” (Pope) Common places
of human wisdom

personal revelations of poets who are
solitary noncomformists, outcasts, rebels,
visionary prophets

the individual as an urban, civilized being
limited by pride, custom, social conventions

the individual as a being of limitless
aspirations twds the infinite, cosmic,
primitive elementary powers, purity of pagan
philosophy against Christian dogma, aim:
impose order upon chaos but preserve
heterogeneity, complexity of being

Apollonian

Dionysian

controlled by superego

wild, natural, spontaneous

art is a MIRROR that offers a realistic
reflection of the world

art is a LAMP that illuminates the unseen
world beyond perceived reality
6
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UNRESOLVED AMBIGUITIES
“Romanticism was nothing more than the union of the gay and the serious, the grotesque and
the terrible, buffoonery and the horrible, in other words, if you prefer, of comedy and
tragedy.” (Alfred de Musset)
3.1. NEW REVOLUTIONS AND OLD LEGENDS
Romanticism gained inspiration simultaneously from the revolutionary political
movements of the ‘here and now’ as well as from ‘far-away and long ago’s’ escapist legends
and superstitions.
Romanticism rebelled against conventions, and deemed a creative individual’s original
insights more worthy than the fossilized traditions of social customs and blamed civilization
for the corruption of the inherently benevolent human being. Therefore it is no wonder that a
fundamental impetus of Romanticism came from revolutionary movements. The French
Revolution of 1789 as a far-reaching social and political upheaval overthrew the monarchy,
established a Republic, experienced violent periods of political turmoil, and finally
culminated in a dictatorship under Napoleon. But it rapidly brought many of its principles and
radical ideas – encapsulated in its slogans Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité (Liberty, Equality,
Fraternity) – to Western Europe and beyond, and triggered the global decline of absolute
monarchies while replacing them with liberal democracies. The American Revolutionary War
of Independence (1775-1783) – that began as a conflict between Great Britain and its Thirteen
Colonies and eventually declared the independence of the United States of America and
vindicated human beings’ equal rights for freedom, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness – was
just as influential on the Romantic frame of mind. While the cultural assertion of Romantic
nationalism was decisive of post-Enlightenment art and political philosophy, many British
Romantic poets became political, or even military supporters of revolutionary movements on
an international plane: Lord Byron was involved in the fight for Greek independence from the
Ottoman Empire and PB Shelley who was a pacifist and critic of war shared his revolutionary
fervour in favour of freeing Hellas.
EXTRACURRICULAR EXERCISE: Listen to the Marseillaise. This revolutionary song
was written in 1792 after the declaration of war by France against Austria and became the
French national anthem. Check the lyrics. How do they communicate a patriotic call to
mobilize all citizens to fight against tyranny and foreign invasion to reclaim freedom and
democracy 1. on a lexical 2. on a stylistic level? https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Marseillaise
marseillaise.mp3

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/30/La_Marseillaise.ogg
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Eugene Delacroix: Liberty Leading the People, 1830.
Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres. The Dream of Ossian, 1813. Ossian, a blind bard, sings of
the life and battles of Fingal, a Scotch warrior.
(Source: Wikimedia Commons, Public domain)
Besides the political interest in matters of ‘here-and-now,’ another major inspiration of
Romanticism came from the literary, artistic heritage of the ‘far-away and long ago’
including old romances, myths, legends, fairy tales, and folk lore both from the Northern
countries (the Finnish epic poem Kalevala, James Macpherson’s Ossian based on ancient
Gaelic sources) and Oriental exotic locales (the first English edition of Arabian Nights dates
of 1706). A revived excitement about the medieval era placed chivalric heroic virtues, such
as comraderie, honour, loyalty, devotion to women and pity for the weak in the centre
attention and turned into a popular leitmotif the quest theme. Stories about chivalric quests
thematized the journey of a brave hero who was looking for a magical object that could
redeem the life of a human community or reanimate the potency of a decaying land/ a fallen
kingdom. Throughout the apparently impossible mission the altruistic hero’s faith, empathy,
and imagination helped him overcome obstacles. The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood’s interest in
Arthurian legends and the search of the Knights of the Round Table for the Holy Grail is
rooted in Romanticism. The interest in historically distant heroic achievements and
supernatural phenomena was conjoint with a curiosity about alternative, non-conscious,
irrational ways of perceiving reality. The focus on superstitions, nightmares, prophetic
visions, daydreaming fancies, and amnesia, and forgetfulness attested the introspective,
psychologizing attention to paid to mankind’s “inner being”.
3.2. AMBIGUITIES OF THE ROMANTIC GENIUS
The dialectical tension permeating the Romantic worldview is perfectly illustrated by
the Romantic portrayal of the creative artist as a genius who embodies a wide range of
seemingly self-contradictory, ambiguous features as a blind visionary, a misanthropic saviour,
a patriot in exile, and a politically self-aware dreamer...
It is primarily the revolutionary fervour that determines the charismatic character of
the Romantic artist, who rebels against conventional morals, customs, reason, and the
pragmatism of his times – by daringly following the individual, inventive frenzies of his
imagination.
The Romantic genius is often portrayed as a madman, a visionary poet-prophet seer
who is both blessed and cursed with his vanguardist clear-sightedness matched with an
uncompromising, rebellious spirit that his contemporaries misinterpret along the lines of
8
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mental derangement or moral corruption. He is a sacrilegious diviner, a blind clairvoyant
who witnesses visions imperceptible for mortal eyes; he founds his poetic prophecies in the
unspeakable, and fantasizes about the unimaginable. He is just as much unique, and
unrepeatedly one-of-a-kind as he is a Romantic stock-character type. He conjoins the
sanguinary and the sickly, the raging and the melancholic madness, but he is also the only
one who manages to gain a genuine understanding of Truth, the essence of our very human
being. He might be a misanthropic figure irritated or despaired by the ordinary people’s
superficial perception of the world, nevertheless he ardently strives to use the insights learnt
from his ecstatic revelations (counterbalancing his Byronic spleen) to redeem his fellow
human beings he yearns to purge from ignorance as a sacrificial saviour figure. He resembles
the mythical hero Prometheus who steals fire from God to alleviate the life of mankind and
undertakes the eternal suffering for his undeserving kind. He despises the mundane, but on
other occasions the Romantic artist hopes to gain inspiration from the innocence of simple
folk, assuming that the unknowing of uneducated peasants or naive children might eventually
be the foundation of true wisdom. The Romantic artist’s self-definition along the lines of
radical difference makes him an outsider, a solitary loner in a self-inflicted exile, however he
will keep being tortured by home-sickness, yearning to be reintegrated into the community
that has rejected him. The Romantic genius is a sentimental, sensitive dreamer who gains
inspiration from emotions and epiphanies but he is also very much aware of the painful
political realities of his times, willingly confronting tyrannic regimes with his social criticism
and liberal insurgency. He is a pacificist who is ready to support military action meant to
forcibly overthrow a government in favour of a new, more democratic state system. With
Blake, he believes that “the road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom”.
EXERCISE No2: After having read the above paragraph, can you
ambiguities characterising the Romantic artist?
sentimental, sensitive dreamer
self-inflicted exile
…

CONTINUE THE LIST

of

political self-awareness, revolutionary action
home-sickness
…

You can find potential ANSWERS at the end of the Unit.
The Romantic genius is a Renaissance Man excelling in a multimedial variety of art
forms and intellectual skills: as an artist he can be at once a poet, a painter, and a
printmaker (like Blake), but he also excels is politics (see Shelley’s and Byron’s role in
revolutionary movements, Beethoven’s dedication of his Eroica Symphony to Napoleon as
the champion of freedom whose name he crossed out when he crowns himself emperor of
france and proves to be a tryant not a liberator), is interested in psychology, philosophy (see
the Stoicism involved in Keats’s poetry), theology, and literary criticism (see metafictional
commentaries on own lyrical products in preface to the Lyrical Ballads and Coleridge’s
Biographia Litteraria), and as an amateur scientist proves to be enthusiastic about emerging
scientific discoveries (Wordsworth and Coleridge attended scientific events – demonstrations
on electrical machines, laughing gas, or mesmerism – to “increase their stock of metaphors”,
while the Shelleys researched chemicals and electrobiology (see Nichols 2005)). However,
these various disciplines interacted to create a Unity of Thought, and enhance a new way of
looking at the world which surpassed the simple decorative function attributed to poetry in the
previous eras.
Typical visual depictions portray the Romantic genius with maniac eyes, flowing
hair, wild gestures. Think of portraits of German composer Ludwig van Beethoven who
composed divine symphonies despite his deafness, of Edgar Allan Poe whose mysterious tales
9
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of terror fed of his mental delusions, or William Blake’s paintings of “Los, the Symbol of
Poetic Genius Consumed by Flames.”
Note that the notion of the Romantic genius is emphatically gendered as masculine.
Artistic creation was a male privilege,
the era’s societal restrictions of female
behaviour –confined to the procreative
role of daughter, wife, and mother—
prevented women from participating
fully in the artistic community.
Paradoxically, the Romantic rhetoric
praised the ‘feminine’ qualities of male
creators but claimed that women
(identified
objectified
with
the
uncivilized, bestial, infantile nonsubject position) could not and should
not create. (Battersby 1989) Thus, the
immense scandal provoked by Mary
Shelley’s female authored monstrosities
in Frankenstein. (See Unit 2)
3.3. PANTHEISM AND THE
CHALLENGE
OF
INSTITUTIONALIZED RELIGION
Romanticism was a response
against the scientific rationalisation of
nature during the Enlightenment as well
as a reaction against the material
William Blake. „Los, the Symbol of Poetic Genius
Consumed by Flames”
changes in late 18th century society
Source: Creative Commons, Wikimedia
which accompanied the expanding
industrial capitalism, held responsible
for a simultaneous degradation of the
land and its people exploitatively reduced to a commodity status. The Romantic Movement
believed that primary reason for moral corruption, psychic deterioration, social malaise, and
political confusion was the spiritual alienation of the urbanized masses from their natural
environment. Hence, the solution for private and public ills was to get “back to nature” seen
as a pure source of a spiritual renewal that could no longer be granted by the institutional
religion due to the tyrannic domination and dogma of the church fathers.
The increasingly influential worldview of Pantheism spread the belief that all things
in universe make part of an all-encompassing divinity. According to Pantheism God cannot
be reduced to a distinct anthropomorphic entity or an institutional church structure because
everything composes an all-encompassing god. Everything is God and God is everything. The
universe, Nature, and God re interchangeable. A fusion with Nature signifies a Union with
God. This was a heathen vision hardly compatible with any conservative, be it Protestant or
Catholic, religious ambience but very much in line with the Romantic democratizing intent
which praised that the supreme spiritual experience of the transcendental is available to
anyone and everyone regardless of social restrictions and judgmental prejudices.
Pantheism rejected the Neo-classical idea of the Great Chain of Being assuming a
hierarchy between forms of existence: the wind or a bee was seen just as divine as man, as
God. The ideas of Pantheism resonate well with Spinoza’s Ethics and are perfectly
encapsulated in lines 93-99 of Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey:”
10
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And I have felt
A presence that disturbs me with the joy
Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime
Of something far more deeply interfused,
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,
And the round ocean and the living air,
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man.
The idea of a benevolent Mother Nature free of man-made biases and the yoke of
customs was widespread in the era – and was vividly contrasted by the Victorian era’s radical
reconsideration of Nature as “red in tooth and claw,” a violent site of the Darwinian struggle
for survival, a vast entity largely disinterested in the petty machinations of mankind.
If, for the Romantics, feelings acted as a touchstone of humanity, a proof of Being,
Nature offered a perfect site for the stimulation and projection of human imagination and
emotions. The solitary wanderings in wild, untamed, astonishingly pure natural sceneries
allowed for an escape away from daily toils, financial struggles, metropolitan noises,
pollution, and hypocrisy. Outdoor recreation and the appreciation of natural and historical
heritages were enabled by emerging technological innovations like railway locomotives and
steam boats which could speed-up city-dwellers’ journeys to rural regions and touristic spots
distant from civilized regions. The Romantic wanderer’s position is highly ambiguous: he
ecstatically submerges within the intellectual-affective experience of the Sublime found in
Nature, both fascinated and somewhat intimidated by the majestic site of gigantic powers of
the non-man-made environment: as a hiker, explorer he acts as a conqueror of Nature yet as a
city-dweller on a brief touristic outing meant to return to his urban home, he remains a
stranger, an outsider to Nature.
These paradoxical feelings of conquest and alienation are perfectly captured on
Friedrich’s paintings which usually portray the tourist as a small figure contemplating a vast
sublime natural scenery while standing with his back to the viewers who are, hence, invited to
identify with this solitary wanderer, and to step within the landscape’s painted imaginary
realm. William Turner’s sea paintings of magnificent ships wrecking, struggling with
raging waves, thunderbolts, impenetrable fog, or snowstorms, popularized the marine
sublime, turning the human encounter with sea or ocean an object of horrified awe.
Note that the untamed Nature’s picturesque, spiritually elevating, soul-cleansing
quality can only be perceived and ‘realized’ with the help of human interpretive
consciousness, fantasizing imaginative faculties which take the place of faith’s spiritual
convictions which have been characteristic of the previously preeminent religious wordlview.

William Turner, Slavers Throwing overboard the dead & dying: Typhoon coming on, 1840.
(detail) (Source: Wikimedia Commons, Public Domain)
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EXERCISE No3: Enumerate the main features of the Pantheistic celebration of Nature
characteristic of the Romantic worldview. Rely on what you’ve read in Chapters 2.1.2 & 3.3.
Watch the Power Point Presentation below and decide: How do these features gain a visual
manifestation on Thomas Cole’s Romantic painting cycle called the Voyage of Life?
You can find the potential ANSWERS at the end of the Unit.
Thomas Cole, The Voyage of Life: Childhood, 1842

Click twice to watch POWERPOINT (source of images: Wikimedia Commons, Public Domain)
EXTRACURRICULAR EXERCISE: For an excellent selection of articles and images on
the
Art
of
the
Romantic
Sublime
see
Tate
Gallery’s
website
at:
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/the-sublime/the-romantic-sublime-r1109221
What are the differences between the natural, the psychiatric, and the apocalyptic sublime?
3.4. ORIENTALISM AND DEMOCRACY
One of Romanticism’s favourite literary stock characters was the figure of the Noble
Savage: an idealized figure of a ’wild’ human who lives in harmony with Nature, in an exotic
elsewhere far from the corruptive influences of civilization, and symbolizes the innate
goodness of human being. The concept can be traced back to ancient Greece, and has been
glorified in the Romantic writings of French philosopher, writer Jean Jacques Rousseau.
Romantics believed that revolution conjoint with a return to natural environment can assist
social change and help returning humans to a pre-lapsarian, Edenic state. While William
Wordsworth’s treatment of childhood bears traces of the Noble Savage tradition, literary
antecedents in English literature include protagonists of John Dryden’s Conquest of Granada
(1672) and Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko: or, the Royal Slave (1688) and popular cultural literary
descendants like James Fenimoore Cooper’s Leatherstocking tales (1823-1841), Robert E
Howard’s Conan, the Barbarian series (1932), or even E.R.Burroughs’ stories about Tarzan,
the Ape-Man from the 1920s.
The cult of the native tied in with Romantic orientalism, a paradoxical set of
emotional and intellectual attitudes by which the self-termed Westerners related to ‘Eastern
culture’. The far-away Orient was an object of erotic excitement, epistemophilic curiosity,
demonizing mystification, or utopic idealization. Reduced to an emblem of otherness, a
12
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presumably irreducible difference, the Islamic, Indian, or Chinese Orient was misread as a
source of fascination and fear – associated with the primitive, savage, monstrous,
animalistic, grotesque, awesome, terrifying, sublime, sensual, feminine, unconscious...
The popularity of the recently translated Arabian Nights contributed to the emergence of the
Oriental tale genre that featured exotic settings, supernatural events, extravagant emotions,
and both allowed for an escapism from everyday reality just as much as a confrontation with
the alien, other, not-me.
A typical example of exotic imagery can be found in Coleridge’s opiate dream of
Kubla Khan, about an oriental despot dwelling in a pleasure dome nested in a lush natural
scenery offering sensual delights and cognitive confusion unspeakable in the civilized
language of the human tongue. The singing Abessynian maid in Coleridge’s poem had just as
a mysterious, forbidden, erotic lure as the veiled ladies of the Middle Eastern harem featuring
in Shaharazade’s tales, Ingres’ oriental paintings, and throughout the picaresque exotic
journeys of Byron’s Don Juan. On the other hand, the fact that street Arab was a common
name for the ragged homeless beggar children who wandered the streets of London illustrates
how the oriental other was associated with degraded social status, powerlessness, and
ignorance presumably concomitant with moral corruption, and bestiality. The paradoxically
abjectified and fetishized Orient was simultaneously an Eldorado-like land of riches, a locus
of slave markets, and a terra incognita awaiting to be conquered by its Western colonizers.
This strategic marginalization of the Orient in opposition to the British Empire is
certainly difficult to harmonize with the democratizing intent of the Romantic revolutionary
movements which celebrated the liberty, equality, and fraternity of all the people –provided
they were Westerners. The essentialist view of the East as static, undeveloped, and unlikely to
progress was accompanied either by an imperial guilt of the anxious colonizers, or at best a
patronizing attitude, and a relentless desire to accumulate and appropriate oriental cultural
products (be it in the realm of decorative arts (eg. style coined chinoiserie), culinary arts (eg.
Turkish delights) or literary output (eg. see numerous recyclings of Greek mythology)).
CONCLUSION TO CHAPTER 3
DEFINITION OF PHILOSOPHICAL ORIGINS OF ROMANTIC DIALECTICS:
Romanticism’s dialectical thought, inspired by an essentially Christian spirituality and a
pagan physicality, is largely indebted to G.W.F. Hegel. According to Hegelian dialectic is a
cumulative historical process of surmounting conflicts, in which the completion of all
knowledge is theoretically possible for mankind. Both history and the logical argument of
philosophy proceed on dialectical lines, resolving the thesis/antithesis clash through a
synthesizing process that “preserves what is overcome within the pattern of the larger totality
in an organic spiral of accumulation”. This monism or totalizing theory shows opposites to be
aspects of the same process: you cannot think of goodness without thinking of evil as its
antithesis which defines it, so contradictory concepts are complementaries, inextricably linked
as unity or synthesis. The knowledge of this Absolute is possible via Reason. The
possibility and necessity of overcoming culturally fixed binary oppositions is the foundation
of Jacques Derrida’s postmodern philosophical project called deconstruction.
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The so-called Age of Sensibility dates to the period between 1744 (the death of Pope,
a figurehead of Classicism) and 1798 (the publication of Lyrical Ballads co-authored by
Wordsworth and Coleridge). The revival of the significance of feelings was 1. a counterreaction to the Enlightenment era’s prioritization of rationality as the only justifiable means of
connecting with reality, 2. a backlash against Stoic philosophy’s understanding of passionless
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resignation as the foundation of human virtue, and a 3. rejection of Thomas Hobbes’
pessimistic view of mankind as innately selfish, disinterested, and driven by no other affect
than a hunger for power. Romanticism celebrated the intense emotional responsiveness to
beauty and sublimity in art and nature as a sign of the recipient’s cultured gentility and moral
sophistication. Benevolence, empathy, and sensibility (responsibility to another person’s
distress and joy) came to be regarded as innate attributes of human essence. Sympathetic tears
shed by a frail woman or a noble man were equally considered to be corporeal symptoms of
moral virtuousness and polite breeding. Pleasurable sorrows, melancholic delights, sadly
pleasing sobs were considered to be part and parcel of the aesthetic experience. While
sentimentality is commonly disapproved of today as a negative sign of weakness, the era
heralded the natural kindheartedness of noble savages, kindly peasants, innocent children.
A major, global-scale inspiration for the Cult of Sensibility was the Sturm und Drang
(Storm & Stress) German proto-romantic movement (1760s-1780s), emblematized by Johann
Wolfgang Goethe’s classic semi-autobiographical, sentimental epistolary novel entitled The
Sorrows of Young Werther (1774). Goethe’s protagonist is a young artist gifted with a
passionate, sensitive temperament desperately in love with Lotte, a young maiden engaged
then wedded to another man. To resolve the love triangle Werthe decides to commit suicide,
he shoots himself in the head, but lives on for another 12 hours, during which plenty of tears
are shed, until Werther passes away, and Lotte likely follows him because of a heartbreak.
The novel immediately gained a cult following, audiences were captivated by the theme of
‘extreme passion that culminates in self-destruction.’ This public fascination gave rise to a
fanatical copycat culture: men dressed in Werther’s signature outfit (custard yellow trouser
and electric-blue jacket), women perfumed themselves with ’Eau de Werther’, and several
readers committed suicide with a copy of Young Werther in their pocket. Legend has it that
Werther was Napoleon’s favourite book he carried with himself on his campaign to Egypt. (In
Frankenstein the creature’s sentient nature was proven by the episode when he found the
book to spot parallels between his own rejection and Werther’s unrequited love.) The
immense emotional impact the fictionalisation of hopeless romantic entanglements had on
audiences illustrates just how much artistic consumption implied an affectively-invested
experience for Romantic readers, and also demonstrates that masculinity and sentimentality
were perfectly compatible features at the time. Werther’s bold expression of emotions was
decoded as a rebellion against accepted social norms and rational philosophy, hence an
example of independence that seemed worth imitating.

Wolgang Goethe. The Death of Young Werther, 1774.
Henry Wallis. The Death of Chatterton, 1856.
(Source. Wikimedia Commons, Public Domain)
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Another sentimentally idealized tragic heroic figure of Romantic art was Thomas
Chatterton (1752-1770) an English poet whose career was precociously disrupted at age 17.
Chatterton was most well-known for a literary forgery: he deceived learned readers of his
days by presenting his own work as that of an imaginary 15th century poet called Thomas
Rowley. Since he failed to earn the artistic success that could sustain him financially, and was
willing to make a compromise by choosing a civil profession, he poisoned himself. The
portrait of this witty, arrogant, beautiful genius became part of collective cultural imagery of
the Romantic era. (see Henry Wallis’ painting.) Chatterton’s suicide was romanticised as a
form of rebellion, a genuine expression of free will – just like in the case of Werther’s or the
ballet heroine Giselle’s farewell to life.
On the theatre stage, the melancholic theme of unreciprocated romantic affection was
matched with supernatural motifs in one of the era’s most popular ballets, Giselle (1814,
music by Adolphe Adam, coreography by Jean Coralli, updated by Marius Petipa) about a
peasant girl whose heart broke because of unrequited passion, yet when the Willis, a group of
mystic women who dance men to death, summon her from the grave, her endless devotion
frees the beloved from the revengeful demons’ grasp. On the other hand, the drama of
sensibility or sentimental comedy replaced the amoral and satirical representation of
aristocratic license in Restoration comedy: middle class characters’ dialogues mixed humour
with an abundance of elevating sentiments, and manipulated happy endings evoked
pleasurable tears in the audience – yet passions were often toned down in favour of empathy.
In Richard Steele’s play, The Conscious Lovers (1722), the ethically exemplary hero
overcomes his emotional distress, and embraces the virtue of patience to avoid a duel with his
friend, and hence save a precious human life.
The highly popular Sentimental Novel genre – like Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey
through France and Italy (1768) – recycled the picaresque tradition, travel writing, and the
sensation novels to offer a subjective discussion of personal views on manners, morals, and
amorous adventures. In Henry Mackenzie’s The Man of Feeling (1771) the orphaned hero
was encouraged to gain money but instead he remained honest, wept with the inmates of
Bedlam madhouse, fed and helped prostitutes, saved orphans, paid debts of the poor, nursed
the ill, then contracted a fever, and in the end died holding the hands of his beloved.
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Graveyard Poets also called Churchyard Poets were never a formal school but a number of
pre-Romantic English poets fashionable in 1740s and 1750s whose gloomy, meditative poems
on mortality were often set in the graveyard and featured gothic motifs like “skulls, coffins,
epitaphs and worms” elicited by the dreadful yet fascinating atmosphere of the final resting
place. Thomas Gray’s (1716-71) “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard” (1751) is
pervaded by a gentle gloominess as the poet muses upon the conditions of village life, rural
existence, conjoint with thoughts on the inevitability of decay and death. Edward Young’s
“The Complaint, or Night Thoughts (On Life, Death and Immortality)” (1742-46), a
lengthy, didactic poem in 9 books, communicates a similar melancholic feel, and relates the
subjects indicated in its title to the inspirational spatio-temporal period of night-time. In these
meditations over sorrows, existential philosophical musings on matters of life and death, are
filled with an affective charge yet the pathos of these works lack the histrionics of
sensationalism. In James Macpherson’s “Poems of Ossian” (1765) the memento
mori theme (reminding readers of their mortality and hence both the precious precariousness
of their life and the vanity of their earthly ambitions) gains a legendary frame as the blind
bard Ossian sings of the heroic victories of warriors of time past. The Graveyard Poets’
interest in the sublime, the uncanny, the interactions of finite humans and infinite nature, the
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inward gaze at troubled territories of human psyche, the lure of death, and ancient English
folk poetic forms make their precursors of the Romantic movement, and in particular the
Gothic literary genre. The preoccupation with the thrills of unusual and uncharted
psychological regions and the dwelling in mystery and melancholy that typified “the poetry of
night and tombs” (Tieghem) later gained a crystallised form in the dark fantasies of Gothic
fiction. The melancholic nature of this artistic mode is perfectly captured on Caspar David
Friedrich’s painting “Cloister Cemetery in the Snow.”
FFIIN
TE
ESST
NA
AL
TY
LC
YO
CH
OU
HA
UR
AL
RK
LL
LE
KN
EN
NO
NG
OW
GE
WL
E:: T
LE
ED
DG
GE
E
((Y
Yoouu ccaann ffiinndd tthhee A
AN
NSSW
WE
ER
RSS aatt tthhee eenndd ooff tthhee uunniitt))
1. How can we understand Romanticism as a reaction against the values of Enlightenment and
Neoclassicism?
2. Why do Romantics prioritize emotion over reason? What can feelings and fantasies offer
that logical, scientific thinking cannot?
3. EXTRACURRICULAR EXERCISE: How does the Romantic idealization of Nature relate
to contemporary concerns about environmental protection (climate change, global warming,
extinction of species, deforestation)
4. Multiple choice test (occasionally more than one correct answer)
i. The experience of the Sublime is a combination of:
A. comedy and tragedy, B. pain and curiosity C. awe and terror D. envy and loathing
ii. Negative capability refers to:
A. the potential of pessimistic worldview, B. the capacity to spend money even if you are in
debt, C. the tendency to refuse help from others, D. the ability to accept uncertainties
iii. The Romantics regard Nature as:
A. benevolent and nurturing, B. inspirational, turbulent, beautiful, C. hostile and violent, D.
treacherous and corrupted, E. repulsive and irresistible, F. dangerous and boring
iv. Pantheism means:
A. the belief that everything is imagination and imagination is everything, B. the belief that
everything is dying and death animates every living thing, C. the belief that everything is
human and mankind is everything, D. the belief that everything is God and God is everything
v. A Noble Savage would be:
A. a vegetarian cannibal, B. a kind hearted witch doctor, C.an indigenous wild human
uncorrupted by civilization, D. a best dressed up in elegant human clothing
vi. A Noble Savage character is embodied by:
A. Winnetou, B. Robinson, C. Conan, the Barbarian, D. Tarzan, E. Indiana Jones, F.
Tutankhamun, G. Dracula
5. Decide if the following statements are TRUE or FALSE.
i. The Romanticism favoured universal, scientific, empirical truths, whereas the
Enlightenment embraced individual truths about the self.
ii. Empirical truth is observable knowledge gained through experience.
iii. The fundamental human rights are life, liberty, and property.
iv. Whereas previous, classical ages were interested in the child only concerning his/her
future transformation into an adult being, the Romantics celebrated the child for his/her
purity uncontaminated by civilization.
v. The proverb „Boys don’t cry” dates from the Age of Sensibility.
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KEY TO EXERCISES
ANSWERS to EXERCISE No1: The dramatic music encapsulates the vast possibilities,
powers, and immense mysteries of the universe and the existential philosophical questions
about the meaning/aim of human existence in the natural world, also tackled by Zarathustra’s
visionary prophecies. As Marin Alsop points out, the piece starts in the depths of the
orchestra, almost out of the range of human hearing, and then the unison of trumpets evoke a
sense of strength, breadth, optimism, and possibility. The rising sun embodies a perfect sphere
of hot plasma, a source of energy that gives us warmth and light to enable life on Earth, but it
is also an inhabitable star at the center of the Solar System, a globe of fire that rises each day
to remind us of the passing of the time, the finitude of our human existence incompatible with
its cosmic temporality indifferent to the transcience of our species.
ANSWERS to EXERCISE No2:
sentimental, sensitive dreamer
self-inflicted exile
despises the ordinary
misanthropic
mad passion
sacrilegious, critical of institutional religion
pacifist
excess

political self-awareness, revolutionary action
home-sickness, patriotic feel
gains inspiration from simplicity
wants to redeem humanity
clear-sightedness
deeply spiritual
support military action against tyranny
wisdom
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ANSWERS to EXERCISE No3: The Romantic Pantheistic worldview is neatly
encapsulated in Thomas Cole’s series of paintings called The Voyage of Life. On this
allegorical depiction of the four stages of life, the human being is depicted as a solitary
boatman who travels lonely on the River of Life surrounded by a magnificent yet wild natural
scenery whose spirit seems to take shape in the mysterious form a guardian angel who
accompanies him, imperceptibly, throughout his journeys. The landscape reflects the
changing four seasons of the year which play a major role in conveying the metaphorical,
spiritual message of the story, as the tiny figures of man and angel seem both lost in and
cradled by the vast background scenery of Nature. „In childhood, the infant glides from a dark
cave into a rich, green landscape. As a youth, the boy takes control of the boat and aims for a
shining castle in the sky. In manhood, the adult relies on prayer and religious faith to sustain
him through rough waters and a threatening landscape. Finally, the man becomes old and the
angel guides him to heaven across the waters of eternity.” The American painter’s work was
influenced by the Second Great Awakening, a Protestant religious revival during the early
19th century in the US, it reflected Romanticism’s enthusiasm, emotionality, and appeal to the
supernatural and rejected Enlightenment’s skeptical rationality and deism.
ANSWERS to FINAL CHALLENGE: TEST YOUR KNOWLEDGE:
4. Multiple choice test: i. C, ii. D, iii. A, B, iv. D, v. C, vi. A, C, D
5. True or False: i: F, ii. T, iii. F, iv. T, v. F
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