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Mothers and Mother Figures in Selected Works of English Romantic Literature in Connection with Ideological Shifts 

The Romantic period roughly covers a century, and that century was immensely important in terms of both social and literary history. The selected period ranges from 1760 to 1860, from the common consensus of the dates of the Romantic Movement. This therefore, in literary terms, began with the late Enlightenment period and ended during the Victorian. Romanticism therefore overlaps with both these other periods, as well as with the Gothic genre. This may seem confusing, but is justified by the term 'Romanticism' covering both a literary movement and a time period. The century in question was an important one for women, due to shifts in how they were viewed by society, which eventually culminated in the emergence of the New Woman in Victorian thought.  These shifts in gender relations can be examined through the lens of literature; in the portrayal and treatment of assorted female characters. However, rather than focusing on the plurality of womankind, the focus of this study is narrowed specifically to mothers and mother figures, in order to keep the discussion on point. The selected texts certainly provide a surfeit of characters who can be filed under the relevant heading. Besides the major literary movements mentioned above, this period also featured the rise of the novel, which gradually became the dominant literary form. It is therefore fitting that a novel has been chosen to represent the period (Mansfield Park, 1814), as well as a poetry book (Lyrical Ballads, 1798). These texts will be considered in chronological order.

A number of poems, mostly by Wordsworth, which are relevant to the topic, feature in the Lyrical Ballads, the book that arguably launched the Romantic Movement in Britain. Indeed maternal love is one of the themes of the collection, as identified by Wordsworth in his Preface to the Lyrical Ballads, which he added to the later editions. The relevant poems include ‘The Thorn’: whose title character is considered to have killed her baby, ‘The Mad Mother’: whose relevance is baked into the very title, ‘The Foster-Mother’s Tale’: a Coleridge poem, which supports the case for including mother figures in a discussion of mothers and ‘The Idiot Boy’: who is privileged as the title character, but whose mother gives him his significance in the poem, through her words, her love and her actions.

The lead character in ‘The Thorn’ is named Martha Ray; a name Wordsworth seems to have taken from the mother of one of his friends. The title could refer either to a specific thorn bush, which is a major motif of the poem, or to Martha Ray herself. Alternatively it could refer to both. The aforementioned thorn bush may or may not be her baby’s grave, but it is considered to be the correct size for this purpose and the possibility is dwelt upon throughout the poem. The villagers’ plan to dig under the bush to search for evidence of the baby is thwarted by the apparent supernatural occurrence of an aptly timed earthquake that dissuades them from the action. It is Martha’s habitual melancholy frequenting of the thorn bush as well as the size and placement of it that leads to the suspicion that it is the infant’s grave. It is not absolutely certain that Martha ever bore a child, but the poem’s constant harping on the idea of one indicates that she did. Whether this child was stillborn, died naturally or accidentally (indeed, anything could have happened out in the wild) or was killed by his mother is a matter left unresolved by the close of the poem. Wordsworth uses the device of an internal narrator with imperfect knowledge to accomplish this ambiguous lack of resolution. 

An examination of ‘The Thorn’ can lead directly into consideration of ‘The Mad Mother’. The latter also features a woman living within the wilds of nature, in her case with a yet living infant.  The title is unambiguous as to the classification of the central character’s mental state. Besides defining her by her maternal status, the title also features an effective use of alliteration. Between the title and the mother’s constant reassurance to her baby that she is sane and that the baby need not fear her, her mental state is a central preoccupation of the poem. It is often the case in literature that the more a character asserts their own sanity, the more it is doubted by the reader. Edgar Alan Poe makes very effective use of this technique in his presentation of the narrator of the short story 'The Tell-Tale Heart'. In The Mad Mother’s case, it is likely to become evident to the reader that her dependence on the baby is a matter for concern and that she unwittingly puts him in danger of falling from the cliff, among other perils. Between these and the natural hazards of dwelling outside, it is doubtful how long the baby will live. He does however survive the poem, which is more than can be said for Martha’s baby, who, if born, has almost certainly died before the time of the poem.

‘The Idiot Boy’ at 458 lines is among Wordsworth’s longer poems; comparable with ‘Matthew’ for length, which is 484 lines. Comparative to the ‘The Thorn’, he again uses an unnamed internal narrator. This narrator has the choric function of commenting on the events of the poem. Again as with ‘The Thorn’, this narrator has an imperfect and incomplete knowledge of all the events of the poem, allowing for some to remain unrevealed. This chiefly includes Johnny’s whereabouts and activities during the night. For all the speculations on this matter, it is left a mystery, save for Johnny’s own cryptic comments which close the poem. This poem is a very rare piece of literature; one that focuses on the Downs Syndrome child. As an early Romantic text, it crucially both marks and affects a significant shift away from the principles of the Enlightenment. The Enlightenment gave the most focus to reason and rational thought. The Romantic period reacted to this by instead focusing both on emotion and on the child. The child is arguably more in tune with his emotions than the adult, and also has not yet developed the capacity for rational thought. This gives him a valuable, innocent view of the world. Such a view is attuned to nature and is largely unattainable to the adult mind, which has become tainted by reason. These early Romantic ideas of the child are influenced by the relevant work of both Rousseau and Wordsworth himself. A famous quotation from Wordsworth found in The Prelude; his epic length autobiographical poem, states that “The child is father to the man.” With this line, Wordsworth emphasises the importance of childhood experience in shaping the character of the future adult. Children appear in many of his poems, often featuring as Children of Nature. Wordsworth is known foremost as a Nature Poet. He often emphasised the wonders of nature by juxtaposing it with a child especially attuned to it. Examples of this could include both ‘Lucy Gray’ and the Lucy Cycle poems, assuming that the subject of the latter is viewed as a child, as she sometimes is. Johnny of ‘The Idiot Boy’ though, is a somewhat different case. His childlike innocence, attunement to nature and chronic lack of wisdom is not a transitory state, but a permanent one. Unlike Wordsworth’s archetypal “child (who) is the father to the man”, Johnny is not destined to pass from childhood innocence to adult wisdom, but rather to remain in the former state. Not because he is bound for an early grave, (indeed, surviving the poem bodes well for his life expectancy) but rather because the infirmity of his mind means that it will develop no further. He will therefore never acquire the wisdom so valued by the Age of Enlightenment. To the Romantic Age though, Johnny is precious precisely because he retains his childlike state, which has its own intrinsic value. Furthermore, this value is increased in Johnny by the great love that he possesses in place of wisdom. This love comes mainly from his mother. It is emphasised through such lines as “Him whom you love, your idiot boy?” and "Him whom she loves, her idiot boy?”, depending on whether or not the poet is addressing the mother directly. Both these lines are repeated. Indeed, the poet addresses her directly several times throughout the poem, sometimes by name. Unlike some of Wordsworth’s mothers, this one is given a name, specifically Betty Foy. In stanza five, the poet references her maternal status in direct address and in comparison with other mothers:

The world will say ‘‘tis very idle,
 Bethink you of the time of night;
 There’s not a mother, no not one,
 But when she hears what you have done,
 Oh! Betty she’ll be in a fright.

Considering that some of Wordsworth’s mothers are explicitly described as mad, and some are suspected of killing their babies, this stanza makes a great claim that strongly questions the wisdom of Betty’s choice.

'The Foster-Mother's Tale' is one of Coleridge's four contributions to the Lyrical Ballads. It is a dramatic fragment from his tragedy entitled Osorio. The title given to the fragment is reminiscent of the work of Chaucer and seems to fancifully place it within The Canterbury Tales. The titular foster-mother rather touchingly describes her former happy times with her young charges, Maria and Albert. She demonstrates great fondness for them, such as by her reference to Maria as "my sweet lady". As well as fondness, this is also indicative of the foster-mother being of a lower social class than Maria and Albert. This is further confirmed by her recollection of the children teaching her the same material that they had learned, as well as the process of speaking "In gentle phrase". Thus a mutually nurturing and beneficial relationship between a mother figure and her charges is established. The fragment therefore contributes to the major theme of the collection of motherly love. Furthermore it proves by its utilisation of a foster-mother that these and other types of mother figures are quite eligible to contribute to this theme. 

Consideration of an upper-class character named Maria, who might be in need of a mother figure, can lead to another one in a later Romantic text, namely Mansfield Park by Jane Austen. Austen is often classed as a conservative Romantic as opposed to a radical one. This partially means being opposed to the kinds of Romantic principles that could lead to the types of revolutions that occurred during the period but more in favour of some of the other principles. It is Austen's focusing on emotion and demonstrated appreciation for such matters as intelligence and natural beauty, as well as the beauty of nature that places her in this category. This rather broad description could be applied to any of her complete novels. Mansfield Park though could be viewed as being distinct from the rest and in a separate class of its own. It has a darker and more cynical edge to it, dealing with more hard-core social issues, such as slavery, adultery and amateur dramatics. The latter two of these are connected to one another, and are major plot points in the story, as well as being important thematically. The first is very much in the background, far more so than modern post-colonialist critics tend to consider. It is however connected to the idea of Fanny as slave to the family, consigned to this role by her status as poor relation. It is therefore very fitting that the slave trade should be the background upon which this story plays out. It functions as a reminder of the immoral corruption that at least partially underlies Austen’s society. This especially applies to the landed gentry, such as the Bertrams, who owe their wealth to profiting by slavery. Maria, the promised character for consideration here, is Maria Bertram, the eldest daughter of the family. She finds herself largely in the care of Mrs Norris, due to her parents being somewhat less involved with her and her sister's upbringing and education as might be considered desirable. Ultimately, she ends the book with Mrs Norris as her sole companion, the two of them cast out and functioning as one another's punishment. They should theoretically be on a more equal footing by this point, as Maria has arguably left three homes and is therefore definitely past childhood. If this is the case though, it has only soured their relationship, rather than improving it, as the closing sections of the novel emphasise their mutual unhappiness. 

Mrs Norris is the sister of Lady Bertram and therefore the aunt of the Bertram children. She is also Fanny’s aunt, and this is one of the few things they have equally in common. Very different though is her treatment of Fanny and of the Bertrams, leading to very different resultant relationships. As an aunt who has no children of her own, and is very deeply and even overly involved in the upbringing and further care of her nieces, be it for good or ill, Mrs Norris definitely qualifies as a mother figure. Whether good or ill would seem to depend on whether the niece’s surname is Bertram or Price, as she excessively flatters and pampers her Bertram nieces, while being excessively critical to Fanny. She is the character who is by far the harshest on her and the most frequent and vehement to emphasise her poor relation status. She is also the character to catalyse the plot into motion by initially suggesting the adoption of Fanny. Although it is at least partially unintentional, it could be argued that she is equally abusive and damaging to all of her nieces, whether by harshness and neglect or by overindulgence. Mrs Norris functions as the ‘wicked stepmother’ in the ‘Cinderella’ reading of the text as outlined by Dr Ian Littlewood, in his 2000 Introduction to the Wordsworth Classics edition. Initially describing all of Jane Austen's books except Emma, he states that the novels feature:

a recurring pattern which shows us a heroine undervalued by those around her. The unfolding narrative is in one sense a Cinderella story of how her worth is recognised by the hero who, in spite of obstacles, carries her off at the end of the novel. No other of the heroines is quite so undervalued as Fanny, no other so nearly approximates to the fairy-tale paradigm. (Littlewood, 2000)

 ‘Cinderella’ is considered to be among the oldest surviving fairy-tales in the world. The oldest written version has been traced to ninth century China. It is therefore very fitting that Austen should make archetypal use of it in her novel about her most put upon heroine. Her cousins Maria and Julia are cast in the role of the ‘evil stepsisters’, favoured by the stepmother for being her own daughters, although in this case they have the same connection to her as Fanny, who is, of course, ’Cinderella’. One explanation for this is that Mrs Norris has known the Bertram girls for longer than Fanny, and has had more opportunity to ‘assist’ with their upbringing.

As mentioned, Fanny is adopted by the Bertrams at the beginning of the book and thus begins the process of social mobility. This is a recurring theme in Jane Austen’s books. The twist in the case of Mansfield Park is this happening by adoption rather than by marriage. On the subject of marriage, an additional twist occurring on the very first page is the description of the marriages of a family of sisters. This is something that can usually be expected to be found on the last page of a Jane Austen book. Between the darker subject matter, the problematic heroine, who is ostensibly less appealing than the other heroines, and the inversion of the author’s own established tropes, it is not surprising that Mansfield Park is Austen’s most controversial novel. It is the book that unusually provides the aftermath of the standard ‘happy ending’. As this book does with many things, it exposes its dark side. Notwithstanding her few redeeming features such as a very sincere regard for Maria, and a wish to help her in her time of trouble, Mrs Norris could function as this dark side personified. But what of her sister, Lady Bertram? While in possession of faults, she can hardly be called a dark side. For all that it is Mrs Norris’s idea, it is the Bertrams who actually adopt Fanny. If Mrs Norris filled the role of her stepmother, it is Lady Bertram who is the obvious contender to stand in for her mother. Arguably she is as good and attentive a mother to Fanny as she is to her own children. Admittedly this is not saying a great deal. It was previously mentioned that Lady Bertram (along with Sir Thomas) was somewhat negligent of her daughters’ education and upbringing. Specifically they did not personally much involve themselves, leaving the task chiefly to the girls’ governesses. Between this and the excessive involvement of Mrs Norris, the Bertram girls were left in possession of myriad faults and with deficient moral characters. Fanny, although brought up alongside them, was raised in a different way, producing a contrasting effect. Instead of being spoiled, she is the one neglected and abused, and therefore grows up damaged and showing the effects of this. Although present in all their lives, Lady Bertram does not play an active role in them during their childhoods and formative years, being more preoccupied with her dogs and embroidery than with her family. There is also the matter of her health to consider. Lady Bertram is characterised with lethargy and languorous inactivity. She gives the sense of being delicate, and is certainly treated as such by those around her. Arguably this does them all a certain amount of good, in teaching them care and consideration of a family member. Furthermore in her need for assistance with her chosen tasks, as well as for care and companionship, she provides a niche for Fanny, enabling her to be needed. This provides her with a valuable role. It is fair to say that none of her own children were eager to fill it, all of them being essentially too selfish - even Edmund, who functions as the hero, though a rather lacklustre one, hardly up to Mr Darcy’s standards. It certainly does Fanny some good to be needed and valued by her aunt. It improves her sense of purpose and self-esteem, and goes some way to counter-balancing the influence of her other aunt, Mrs Norris. There is also the fact that for all the faults of both, the Bertrams seem to have a tender relationship and successful marriage. This is both heartening and at least potentially inspiring to the younger generation that dwells with them at Mansfield Park.

The discussion has now reached the third sister, alluded to along with the others on the first page of the book: Frances Price, Fanny’s mother. Furthermore she is additionally the mother of a “large and still increasing” family of children, more than she can easily afford. This makes her comparable with Mrs Morland, mother of the heroine of Northanger Abbey, who had ten children. Indeed the comparison is apt, as Fanny Price and Catherine Morland are the only two Austen heroines to have a childhood on the page, as Mansfield Park and Northanger Abbey are the only two books to deal extensively with the process of child development. Frances Price is contrasted with her sisters from her first mention. Unlike the others who display ambition with regards to matrimony, Frances is the one who marries a sailor for love. Despite the overall prestige of the navy, which is treated respectfully bordering on reverentially by the book as a whole, Frances seems to have been mistaken in her choice. The sense the book gives is that she was in error in not doing what was expected of her and following her sisters’ examples with regards to matrimony. She is therefore punished for this with poverty and hardship, as well as being cast out by her birth family, specifically her sisters. This makes her a parallel character with Maria, which is a parallel drawn by Paula Marantz Cohen. As she states it in her article, "Stabilizing the Family System at Mansfield Park" (ELH, Vol. 54, No. 3, Autumn 1987, pp. 669-693):

[bookmark: _GoBack]At the beginning of the novel, Frances Price, Fanny's mother, had been expelled from the family system much as Maria is at the end. Mrs. Price is the original "insider" turned "outsider" whose outsider child is brought back inside the family. (Cohen,1987)
  
Furthermore Mr Price himself seems to have been unworthy; by the start of the book he is no longer able to work due to his injury. This compels him into a form of retirement. The main focus of his enforced idleness has become drinking. While this might well be an alcoholism sprung from depression at his circumstances, the book hardly portrays him in a sympathetic light, and he is essentially characterised as a wastrel. The implied lesson for his wife seems to be that love in itself is not enough, when it comes to choosing a marriage partner, and that it must be tempered with prudence. This is the Prices’ contribution to the book’s presentation of the aftermath of the happy ending. Frances is likewise as unsuccessful as a mother as she is as a wife. This is especially as regards to Fanny, but also applies to her other children. Regarding the others, it is the sheer number of them that seems to give Frances her problems. The large number causes a strain on her economic resources. This is exactly why she decided to apply to her family for help in the first place, with the placement of one or more of her children. The number of children also strains her maternal and emotional resources, in the sense that she finds herself unable to give each the individual care needed. While ultimately sending Fanny to Mansfield proved to be the right move for her and for her extended family, it took a long time for this to be proven. In the short-term, its immediate effect was the ongoing abuse of her daughter for the entire remainder of her childhood, as well as the next few years afterwards. It also had a negative effect on Frances’ own relationship with Fanny. This is established during the Portsmouth episode when Fanny visits her immediate family after some eight years away at Mansfield. Cohen's analysis of this section of the novel is as follows:

When she (Fanny) visits her original family toward the end of the novel, she is less disturbed by their lack of affection for her (this does not surprise her given her long separation from them) than by their lack of "curiosity to know her better" (383) - the necessary foundation for affection. (Cohen,1987)

Although her family all express pleasure at the presence of Fanny, they seem to all be too tired, busy and generally too preoccupied with the routine of their lives to spend their time and effort on improving their acquaintance with her. This would especially apply to her mother. Fanny notes a resemblance between her mother and Lady Bertram; in character and temperament, as well as in appearance. While this is a positive connection for Fanny to make, and gives her a sense of nostalgia, it also gives her the idea that such a character is less successful in poverty than in wealth, and she mentally speculates that her mother would have done better to have married advantageously. Thus an idea from the first page is revisited, this time through a character's perspective. Cohen's specific remarks on Mrs Price's reaction to Fanny's visit are as follows:

When Fanny returns to Portsmouth after her long absence, she finds that her mother's interest in her is short-lived: "The instinct of nature was soon satisfied," explains the narrator, "and Mrs. Price's attachment had no other source." (382) (Cohen,1987)

In conclusion, mothers and mother figures are character types that recur across English Romantic literature. They can function as feminine archetypes that demonstrate the social and literary roles available for women during the period. Indeed, 'Mother' in itself is a feminine archetype, as is 'Stepmother', but when the applicable characters are studied in depth, their more varied roles begin to emerge. Wordsworth was so interested in the idea of mothers that he named them as one of the major themes of the Lyrical Ballads, when he added his Preface to the later editions. He made use of the flexibility of the character type by including mad mothers, potentially infanticide murderous mothers and the kind of mother whose occasional lapse in judgement is more than counterbalanced by her infinite love for her boy. The boy in question lacks wisdom of his own, but according to Romantic thought, is all the more precious for this deficiency. Instead he has the abundance of his mother's love, which gives him his meaning within the poem. Besides poetry, Romantic prose texts also feature mothers  and mother figures. The chosen example, Mansfield Park, uses a family of three sisters to explore the Mother archetypes. The heroine, Fanny Price has her mother, her substitute mother and (in effect) her wicked stepmother. All three are sisters. Fanny, being extensively connected with the themes of the book is kept entirely in the family. Arguably none of her mother figures is the ideal mother, anymore than any is the ideal wife. They do, however, all have value and use, both to the other characters, such as Fanny, and to the novel as a whole, both by their narrative role and their representation of feminine archetypes.
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