The Complexity of Romantacism
By Paul O’Toole 
This essay will explore the emergence of Romanticism as a response to the Enlightenment thinking before delving into the complex nature of the literature. I will consider the contrast of thought between the superiority of rational thinking and the response of emotional considerations highlighted by Romantic writers. Furthermore, using examples from Wordsworth’s poetry, I will propose a veiled intention weaved into the heart of the Romantic movement. 
It was brought to my attention by my peers of confusion as to a definition, or better perhaps, an understanding as to what Romanticism is. While exploring Ecocriticism on the subject, I came face to face with this confusion. I decided to delve into the literature and gain my own understanding. This essay will convey the understanding garnered from my research. 
I determined the majority of confusion arose from the second-hand experience of Romantic literature, through academic interpretations that lead students to miss the point of the subject completely. From my own inference, the intention being for readers to unpackage the emotions that is reflected in the work of the writer, unravel the mysteries of the imagination and to draw inspiration and use it for one’s own creative expression. This, however, is one interpretation.
Another interpretation is to perceive it as simply a response to Enlightenment thinking, an effect to a cause. However, this explanation fails to shed light on the complex nature of the subject matter and would be the equivalent of comparing a puddle to the Atlantic Ocean.
After delving into the poetic landscapes of Wordsworth, Byron, Coleridge, Shelly and I began to see a twofold pattern emerging. The first idea is that by using the imagination as a tool, we are able to construct an alternative way of living. The second was the individuality of each writer’s own subjective understanding of the world. Rarely is it the case that a writer simply talked about surface level aestheticism, even with the emergence of atheism. (Needs reference) Whether the atheists of the 18th and 19th century would define atheism in the same manner as contemporary thinkers, I would consider up for debate.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  John Beer, Romantic Consciousness: Blake to Mary Shelley (Oxford University Press, 2003), p. 10.] 

There are a number of writer’s who could be grouped together categorically, for example: Wordsworth and Coleridge who even co-authored a number of works. Eco critics have undertaken such a task and dissected many Romantic works, categorising them into varying formats. For example, the Platonic and Aristotelian views. 
The brush stroke of Romanticism is broad, the term ‘Romanticism’ serving a signpost to a comprehensive deep dive into the nature of Being, individual expression and the nature of consciousness. The subject is deceptively thought provoking, a far cry from superficial portrayals of a beautiful landscape, but a deep dive into human interconnectedness and the mysteries of the soul. To add another layer of complexity there are even splashings of occult and alchemical influences, throughout the literature including the mentioning of Cornelius Agrippa, Paracelsus, and Albertus Magnus in the fourth chapter of Frankenstein and the numerological references in Wordsworth’s poetry. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Mary Shelley, Frankenstein, Ed. James Rieger (Broadview Press, 2009), p. 32.] 

Taken from my research I understand that these works sought to convey a notion of the practical use of imagination, complimented by the use of the reason as a means of crafting a more joyous and comfortable world. This was not outwardly asserted, readers having to read between the lines. The lack of an outward assertion, I believe, was due to what Carl Jung labelled the spirit of the times.
Due to the general consciousness of the 18th century thinkers, such ideas would have been considered radicle. Instead, these ideas were subtly imbedded into the poetry, novels and other works that readers have been enchanted by for centuries. Therefore, the Romantic writers lay the groundwork for 19th 20th century spiritual and self-help writers such as: Neville Goddard, Louise Hay and Joseph Murphy, whose work focus on the importance of impressing onto the subconscious mind, images through the use of imagination, powered by emotion, in order to to create a desired outcome. 
Thus, Romanticism is not a subject that one can simply skim and get the gist of. There must be a dedication to unravelling the mysteries within, taking the time to consider the influences of each writer.
Coleridge, for example, held a notable interest in psychology, particularly the phenomena of animal magnetism which led him to experimentation with pantheism and considerations of the human imagination reflecting the creator God.[footnoteRef:3] Under the hood of Romantic thought is an abundance of interesting considerations as to the nature of reality, considered outrageous even to contemporary thinkers. However, we will examine the path to Romanticism with the fire that sparked the fuse in the mind of the Romantic thinkers: The Enlightenment.  [3:  John Beer, Romantic Consciousness, p.xii.
] 

The Enlightenment was a late 17th and early 18th century intellectual movement that emphasized the application of reason, science and atomism that emerged as a response to ‘the constraints laid by the ages of religious belief’.[footnoteRef:4] The Enlightenment was the result of a sequence of successes in scientific analysis and experimentation that would justify the supremacy of rationalistic processes.  Due to the emphasis on rationality, there was much scepticism towards emotional and subjective experiences that left a gaping void in the realm of human experience.  [4:  Ibid. p. 6.] 

Romanticism was a counter movement to the purely rational line of thinking paved by Enlightenment thinkers. While the Enlightenment celebrated logic and reason, Romanticism celebrated emotionality, intuition and the exploration into matters of the heart and soul.
The groundwork for Romantic thought was laid by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, whose ideas were encapsulated a return to nature and emotional authenticity, being quoted as saying: “[O]ne man thinks himself the master of others, but remains more of a slave than they are” in criticism of Enlightenment thinking. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, "The Social Contract," in The Social Contract and Discourses, trans. G. D. H. Cole (London: J. M. Dent, 1973), Book I, Chapter 1, p. 49.] 

Other Romantic writers began to emerge. Prominent figures such as William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Mary Shelley and Lord Byron who celebrated the irrational and Sublime, delving into the depths of human emotions and experience.
Furthermore, the notion of duality is a reoccurring theme when it comes to Romanticism. If we are to take a step back and observe the flow of time, we are able to see the duality of human nature arise in the rising and falling of movements in response to their predecessors. For example, with the Enlightenment we can see the rational aspect of human nature and the emotional with Romanticism. Then within Romanticism we can again observe it break down into two components in the Platonic and Aristotelian interpretations: ‘Every man is born an Aristotelian, or a Platonist.’ (Reference)
The theme of duality also manifested within Romanticism as the exploration of the Sublime. The Sublime encapsulates the magnificence of nature. It is reconciliation of seemingly opposing aspects of Nature, seeking to capture the essence of both the beautiful and terrifying in its totality. The Romantics explore two sides of the Sublime, each writer having their own interpretation the Sublime. 
For example, Emmanuel Burke defined the Sublime as: 
"Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling."[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757; repr., Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990).] 

Burke’s interpretation leaned more towards the terrifying and dangerous notions of nature. Burke was in good company with this notion of the Sublime with writers such as William Blake, gravitating towards the terrifying with his intense Gnostic leanings of a creator God of this world as a malicious and malevolent force (reference). On the other end of the spectrum, writers such as Keats proclaimed the Sublime: ‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty’ and Kant, encapsulates the totality of it by stating that while “the beautiful is limited, the Sublime is limitless.”[footnoteRef:7][footnoteRef:8] [7:  John Keats, "Ode on a Grecian Urn," lines 49-50, in The Complete Poems of John Keats, edited by Jack Stillinger, revised edition (Harvard University Press, 2004), p.443.]  [8:  Immanuel Kant, Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and Sublime, translated by James Creed Wood, 2nd edition (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1987), § 23.] 

Definitions will vary from writer to writer, in the same manner two people may feel the same emotions and use the same language to describe how they feel, yet, how they experience that emotion may differ from individual to individual. We can look at definitions of Romanticism in the same manner. While there is the inclination to categorise different interpretations, how each writer expresses their experiences vary from individual to individual.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  John Beer, Romantic Consciousness. p. 10.
] 

Wordsworth is debatably the most well-known and renowned of the Romantics, particularly for those residing in Great Britain. Wordsworth is a particularly interesting case and found myself fascinated with an abundance of symbolism weaved into his work. Reading his poetry, I noticed it contained splashed with occult references, in particular relating to musical numerology and the law of seven. The law of seven relates to how the number seven is embedded into various aspects of nature, often converyed esoteric writing. For example: The seven musical notes, the seven chakra centres of the body and the seven Hermetic principles. 
We Are Seven is a perfect example of the use of musical numerology. The child in the poem was ‘eight years old’ possibly alluding to the eighth number on the musical scale which is the octave. There are obviously seven numbers on the musical scale. The young girl insists that there are seven of her and her siblings yet tells Wordsworth that ‘Two of us in the Churchyard lie,’ in other words two of her siblings are dead. Wordsworth tells the little girl ‘ye are only five’ if two of them are in the church yard. The number five a reference to the pentatonic scale which consists of five out of seven musical notes. The young girl persists they are seven, as when two of the seven notes are taken away to use the pentatonic scale, the seven original notes will always remain. The final musical reference within the poem is the ‘Twelve steps or more from mother’s door, And they are side by side’ which taking into consideration the other musical numbers, can be considered the seven notes that are extended to twelve when the sharps and flats are included.[footnoteRef:10] [10: William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads (London: T. N. Longman, 1798), p.72-74.] 

Not only are there many references to creation and occult science, but Wordsworth presents himself as a prophetic messenger. Wordsworth’s claim to have demonstrated original genius is described as ‘amply justified’ in the work Natural Supernaturalism.[footnoteRef:11] The term ‘original genius’, defined by Wordsworth as “the introduction of a new element into the intellectual universe.”[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  John Beer, Romantic Consciousness. P.74.]  [12:  William Wordsworth, "Preface to Lyrical Ballads," in The Norton Anthology of English Literature, edited by Stephen Greenblatt, M.H. Abrams, and Hugh Kenner, 8th ed., vol. 2, (W.W. Norton & Company, 2006), p. 244.] 

The Prelude held a supervising idea of control, in which the central protagonist is given the role of controlling Wordsworth’s account and portraying the protagonist as having been elected to play a elevated role in a providential plot. When we read between the lines, we may perceive the subtleness of Wordsworth considering himself a kind of Divine vessel, where a ‘transitory being’ was able to give his readers the master key to ‘making tidings of comfort and joy’ in times of ‘dereliction and dismay’.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  M.H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971) p.76.] 

Wordsworth was therefore suppressed by what Carl Jung described as the ‘Spirit of the times’ in which there is almost another entity occupying the body of Wordsworth and is acting out of accord with the general consciousness of the time period. It was due to the consciousness that Wordsworth and other Romantic writers were unable to explicitly express the veiled knowledge that they encoded into their writing. He explains the method of veiling in the preface of Lyrical Ballads whereby ‘ordinary things are presented to the mind in an unusual manner’ in order to convey ‘the primary laws of nature’ by throwing a ‘certain colouring of the imagination’ over them so that as not be persecuted for what he is presenting to his readers.[footnoteRef:14]  [14: William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads. (London: T. N. Longman, 1798), p.20-21.
] 

Wordsworth explains much of this veiling in the preface of Lyrical Ballads. However, one has to read between the lines in order to comprehend the message he is attempting to convey. 
In conclusion, the complexity of Romanticism parallels the complex nature of human emotions and the vital role they play in the human experience. When examining the larger picture of human history, Romanticism can be seen as manifestation of a suppressed aspect of human nature, that had been neglected and dismissed in times of intellectual superiority. 
The Romantic writers rebelled against the rationalistic ideology and placed great emphasis on the importance of the imagination and emotions in crafting a more well-rounded and comfortable world, where the full range of the human experience was celebrated. 
Through the works of Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley, Byron and Blake we can discern a twofold pattern. The power of the imagination to shape the world, bringing these paintings of the mind to life with an emotional generator and the unique, subjective understanding each writer, each human being brings to the table. 
Romanticism is a broad and encompassing term, serving as a signpost pointing us into the depths of individual expression and the nature of consciousness. Serving than far more than a mere response to the Enlightenment, Romanticism represents a profound engagement with human interconnectedness, the mysteries of the soul and the Sublime. The complex nature of Romanticism adds further layers of complexity through the use of numerological, occult science and magical references and themes. 
At the heart of the literature is a message. A message of hope, a message that the key to creating a better world rest in the hearts, minds and imaginations of every human being. It is not by neglecting one of some aspects of human nature and celebrating others that will create a better world. It is by experiencing and celebrating the full range of the human sphere, by harmonizing the imagination, emotions and reason we have the master key in which we can create a world that encourages the combination of the creativity and analytical functions of human experience. 
[bookmark: _Hlk156412697]However, Due to the spirit of the times the Utopia that Wordsworth and Coleridge conceived in their imagination failed to manifest in their time period. Nevertheless, the tools required for future readers were passed down through the Romantic’s work, waiting for the right time of their acquisition and comprehension. 
Creative Portfolio

We are all Birds Chirping into the Night

We are all just birds chirping in the night.
Words are pictures that we draw over the truth
Clothing wrapped around the sounds.
Listen a little closer…
is it an emotion, a desire, a truth
running through the casing like a symphonic current
washing images onto the coast of your mind?
Take the shells from your ears
hold hands through the dance of a naked soul.
We are all birds chirping in the morning.



A Gift to You
Oh, vibrant energy from the core of my being,
fluttering and dancing around,
like a deaf man hearing sound,
Spiralling and swirling a feeling oh so freeing.

I see the grass dancing as the trees sway gleefully,
it's almost like they feel it too,
like all our dreams they can come true,
I found a treasure chest that fell to me gracefully.

I strum my guitar and he sings in a booming voice,
though I do not just gently weep,
for the sound is so crisp and sweet,
all the pain I’ve endured I let go by choice.

So, this is my gift to you, those who see no way out.
I share with you this energy,
unbind yourself and let it free,
feel the love of humanity and let the joy shout.














Tear It Down
We build a wall around the mind,
our voices bounce like an echo.
Bulldoze it down and you will find,
you will let the old noises go.

Start it again a bit wider,
give ourselves more space to breath.
Walk towards the perimeter,
still we find no place to leave.

We tear it down and build it up,
each time we move further away.
Round and round like a blind rat stuck,
a village, a town, a state.

Up above shine the dazzling stars,
take down the wall and make some steps.
Climb in to the sky and raise the bar,
I still have the stardust I kept.

Back down on Earth we write it down,
the wisdom of the universe.
No walls to see for sight nor sound,
now our lives have changed their course.









Bending of the Veil
Way up there in the ocean of jewels
I dipped my fingers and swirled them around.
I dived into the celestial pool
Stars sang me the secrets they found.

An uncoiled snake wrapped around the valley
He hissed when I told him to move.
I strummed sensuous rhythms till he jumped in a galley
All the hills said their souls had been soothed.

The trees hid their faces, but I heard them whisper
The wise ones gifted me sap.
I offered them music so the leaves would dance swifter
‘They're stubborn, they’ll only grow back.’

When they realised that I saw their truth
They asked if I was merely mortal.
'The universe is my house, it has no roof'
Winking, they said ‘we thought so.’

The wind blew around me, many were carried
Leaves fluttering here nor there.
There were those with the wind, together they were married
Some jumped through dimensional tears.

Life is a statue standing in the woods
Watching the wanderers pass by.
Carvings of angels are filled with life's blood
Do we stand on the ground or the sky?

I tired of the veil, so I twisted and pulled
Turns out I was pulling my leg.
Like wine I like life sultrily mulled
 not just a glass, a whole keg.

Onwards we go, sometimes up sometimes down
Reflections in the mind of a mountain.
Did you know that we're born with invisible crowns?
Ghosts that play dress up as men.











Unbreakable
A spirit bubbles from a molten metal spring,
Sitting at the chin of a scarred and battered mountain.
A body that is the earth itself,
Spinning on the tip of a finger. 

Mind is a muscle that drinks the hardest stone,
 Tsunamis crash fruitlessly against titanium dams.
Forged in the heart of the spring,
Powered by the breath of subservient giants. 

The body is a statue sculpted in a fizzling void,
Hands as strong as the wind.
Ambition, a volcanic sword 
Sharp, and piercing through the darkness robed in light. 

Blood of electric surges through the wires,
A voice that's conductive, angelic, tongue demonic.
 Connected by power lines into a subatomic reactor,
Holding hands with the stars of the solar system.

A sword is raised, the sea of cobras part.
In the distance, endless rows of marble pillars.
Overflowing with gold and diamonds and fruit and flowers,
A forest of dragons lie obediently at the gate.

Internal walls beat rhythms of an orgasmic heart, 
Doors are trembling lips. 
Pillars are fingers slipping delicately under lace, 
Treasure is ecstasy transcending with grace.




Reflective Essay: Creative Portfolio 
For the creative element of this module, I decided to write a number of poems conveying the ideas interpreted through my research into Romantic literature. As I have stated in the essay above, Interpretations of the subject are dependent upon the individual. Therefore, I decided to embody the fluidity of Romanticism, of human language and expressing by writing poetry exploring some core ideas. To write only one poem, to me, felt redundant, so, I decided to write a variety to convey the nuances of the literature. 
The first poem We are All Birds Chirping in the Night took shape during a discussion within the lectures. The discussion revolved around the deconstruction of language. The poem attempts to convey the complexities and limitations of language. At the fundamental level residing beneath the surface of words, is the voice; sound. All communication is primarily a bunch of noises pitched that we placed words over in order to structure a language around it. 
In order to truly understand language, we would have to follow the etymological origins and consider the initial meanings to truly understand the words and sentence we speak. How often do we truly listen to what is being said. The primal aspect of the human being is often tossed aside and neglected in an age intellectual and technology superiority. 
Furthermore, A Gift to You adds an extra layer to this consideration. Using language as a vessel to pass emotional responses from person to person. The intention was to package the elated sensation I was feeling, in words and play a metaphorical game of pass the parcel, an idea that Wordsworth proposes in the preface of Lyrical Ballads. 
In the poem Tear It Down my intention was to express the limitations of linear thinking. The poem is a reflection of the Romantic idea that purely rational thinking neglects important factors in the human experience. By recognising our preconceived notions, the limitations of our beliefs, we are able to tear down the invisible walls we have built in our minds, gaining alternative insights, enabling us to acquire a more expansive understanding of the universe around us. 
The Bending of the Veil is the next progression after the tearing down of the metaphorical walls of the mind. Using visual imagery and whimsical playfulness, my intention was depicting notions of interconnectedness between human beings, the natural elements and the universe around us. 
Finally, in the poem Unbreakable I wanted to depict the capacity to achieve greatness by personifying various aspects of human experience such as willpower, mental fortitude, ambition and success. Coming full circle from the first poem, as opposed to using the words ‘success’ and so on, giving them form and embodiment through sensory imagery. 
The collection of poems set out to reflect complex nature of Romanticism through the use imagery. Romanticism is a broad brushstroke that is a movement that embodies the emotional and intuitive aspects of human nature. True comprehension of Romanticism, human emotions is not something that can ever truly conveyed by words, only pointing the reader into the direction of themselves. It is this notion that I set out to portray through the poetry and what I feel is vital to truly understanding the complex nature of not only Romanticism, but the depths of human emotion and experience. 
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