Romanticism: Some Thoughts

A literary/cultural movement c.1789-1830.

‘[T]he word “Romantic” has come to mean so many things that, by itself, it means nothing. It has ceased to perform the functions of a verbal sign’ 

( A.O Lovejoy ‘On the Discrimination of Romanticism’)

Anti-empiricism:

‘[The] philosophy of the Five Senses ... Distiorts the Heavens ... And Leads you to Believe a Lie’ (William Blake: ‘The Everlasting Gospel’)

‘Newton was a mere materialsit -- Mind in his sytem is always passive  -- a lazy Looker on, on an external world .. any system built on the passiveness of the mind must be wrong’ (S.T Coleridge Letters II)

[contra C18th Century ideas:

Mind as 'tabula rasa':

'Let us then suppose the Mind to be, as we say, white Paper void of Characters ... Whence has it all the materials of Reason and Knowledge? To this I answer in one word, From Experience: In that all our Knowledge is Founded; and from that it ultimately derives it self.'

(John Locke Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) ii 2)
The self:

'Socrates waking and sleeping is not the same Person ... Self is that conscious thinking thing (whatever Substance, made up of whether Spiritual or Material, Simple or Compounded, it matters not) which is sensible, or conscious of Pleasure and Pain, capable of Happiness or Misery, and so concerned for it self as far as that consciousness extends.'(ibid ii 27)

'Let us fix our attention out of ourselves as much as possible ... we never really advance a step beyond ourselves ... When I am convinc'd of any principle 'tis only an idea, which strikes more strongly upon me ... Objects have no discoverable connexion together; nor is it from any principle but custom operating upon the imagination, that we can draw any inference from the appearance of one to the existence of another ...'

(David Hume A Treatise on Human Nature (1740) i 2, iii 7)]

Imagination over Reason:

‘Reason is to the Imagination as the instrument to the agent ... as the shadow to the substance.’ (P.B Shelley: Defence of Poetry)

‘What the Imagination seizes as Beauty must be Truth’ (John Keats letter Nov 1817)

Poetry:

‘If poetrty comes not as naturally as the leaves to a tree it had better not come at all.’ (John Keats letter Feb 1818)

‘an Irish peasant with a little whiskey in his head will imagine and invent more than would furnish a modern poem’

(Byron Journals)

Country over City:

The urban man:



He of the multitude whose eyes are doomed 



To hold vacant commerce day by day



With objects wanting life



(William Wordsworth Home at Grassmere)



One impulse from a vernal wood



May teach you more of man, 



Of moral evil and of good



Than all the sages can



(William Wordsworth ‘The Tables Turned’)

Political responses:

Wordsworth’s ‘Tintern Abbey’ as case study:

FIVE years have past; five summers, with the length
Of five long winters! and again I hear
These waters, rolling from their mountain-springs
With a soft inland murmur. -- Once again
Do I behold these steep and lofty cliffs,
That on a wild secluded scene impress
Thoughts of more deep seclusion; and connect
The landscape with the quiet of the sky.
The day is come when I again repose
Here, under this dark sycamore, and view
These plots of cottage-ground, these orchard-tufts,
Which at this season, with their unripe fruits,
Are clad in one green hue, and lose themselves
'Mid groves and copses. Once again I see
These hedge-rows, hardly hedge-rows, little lines
Of sportive wood run wild: these pastoral farms,
Green to the very door; and wreaths of smoke
Sent up, in silence, from among the trees!
With some uncertain notice, as might seem
Of vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods,
Or of some Hermit's cave, where by his fire
The Hermit sits alone. 

These beauteous forms,

Through a long absence, have not been to me
As is a landscape to a blind man's eye:
But oft, in lonely rooms, and 'mid the din
Of towns and cities, I have owed to them
In hours of weariness, sensations sweet,
Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart;
And passing even into my purer mind,
With tranquil restoration:
[New Historicism]

The Abbey is precisely what gets looked over and overlooked, as does the significance of 13, 14 July 1798, 1793, 1790, and the actual appearance of the banks of the Wye. The inward vision for which the poem is properly renowned is produced by the controlled constriction of object-related social vision. "Tintern Abbey"'s transcendence does not confirm the narrator's discovery of "the thing he loved," it betrays his flight "from something that he dreads." Wordsworth's negotiations with an impossible reality sketch a response one is likely to share, understand, and forgive, if such things need forgiving. I have hoped to bring "Tintern Abbey" back to earth that we may do more than worship it. 
(Majorie Levinson, Wordsworth's Great Period Poems: Four Essays (Cambridge University Press, 1986), pp. 55)
Levinson here not only beckons us towards her own interpretation of language, but as it were applies a Herculean headlock to force us toward that interpretation. However bizarre her notion that 'a few miles above Tintern Abbey' means either a few miles up in the air above the abbey, or an elevated hypotenuse that allows one to see the abbey miles away while beholding the steep and lofty cliffs, the hedgerows, and the rest, however bizarre this may seem, that is what she claims. She obliquely concedes the fantasticality of the claim by positing that it 'takes a split second for "miles" to sink in'. One supposes that readers will have to testify for themselves whether the split second occurs in their own readings of the title; I can only supply witness that it has never occurred in mine. 
(Thomas McFarland, William Wordsworth: Intensity and Achievement (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), pp. 5-6)
Wordsworth -- writing during a time of strict government censorship -- constructs what appears to be a private meditation, but which is in fact a very public poem replete with political implications. 
(William Richey "The Politicized Landscape of 'Tintern Abbey'." Studies in Philology 95:2 (1998 Spring): 197-219) p. 198)

Physical homelessness was something with which both he and Dorothy had some personal experience; "intellectual" vagrancy, though, was something that was the common experience of all those who were now alienated from the mood and policies of their own country and who had become uncertain about how they could usefully employ themselves. (ibid p.214)


J.M.W Turner Tintern Abbey (1794) 
