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Literature In The Romantic Period

Introduction: The Dawn of a New
Literary Era

The late eighteenth century witnessed a seismic shift in the literary
landscape of Europe and America. It was a period of profound social,
political, and philosophical change, and the literature it produced reflected a
radical new way of seeing the world. This era, known broadly as the
Romantic period in literature, roughly spanning from the late 1780s to the
1830s, was a reaction against the rigid formalism, intellectual order, and
polished conventions of the preceding Neoclassical age. Where the
Enlightenment prized reason, logic, and universal truths, Romantic literature
celebrated emotion, individual experience, and the raw, untamed power of
nature. This was not merely a change in style but a reimagining of the very
purpose of art and the role of the artist.

The literature of the Romantic period is characterized by a deep fascination
with the inner workings of the human psyche, a reverence for the natural
world as a source of spiritual truth, and a spirit of rebellion against
established norms. It gave voice to the marginalized, the melancholic, and
the visionary. To understand this rich and complex body of work is to
understand the origins of many of our modern ideas about creativity,
identity, and freedom. This article explores the defining features of
Romantic literature, its major figures, and the enduring legacy it has left on
the world of letters.

Historical and Cultural Context: The
Crucible of Change

The Romantic movement did not emerge in a vacuum. It was forged in the
fires of two of the most transformative events in Western history: the
American Revolution (1775-1783) and the French Revolution (1789-1799).
These revolutions were not just political upheavals; they were intellectual
and philosophical earthquakes that challenged the divine right of kings, the
rigid structure of social hierarchy, and the very foundations of authority.
The revolutionary cry for "liberty, equality, fraternity" resonated deeply
with a generation of writers who began to champion the rights of the
individual over the dictates of the state or the church.

The Industrial Revolution and the Flight to Nature

Simultaneously, the Industrial Revolution was transforming the landscape of
England and the rest of Europe. Cities swelled with people seeking work in
factories, the countryside was scarred by mines and mills, and life became
increasingly mechanized and urbanized. In response, Romantic writers
turned to nature as a sanctuary, a source of solace, and a wellspring of
profound spiritual and aesthetic experience. The natural world became a
living, breathing entity—a force that could inspire awe, terror, and sublime
wonder. The Romantic movement literature is therefore an act of
preservation, a poetic memorial to a world the authors feared was being lost
to industrial progress.

The Philosophical Underpinnings

Philosophically, Romanticism was heavily influenced by the German
philosopher Immanuel Kant, who argued that the mind plays an active role
in shaping our perception of reality. This "Copernican Revolution" in
philosophy placed the individual's subjective experience at the center of
everything. Other key thinkers, like Jean-Jacques Rousseau, argued for the
inherent goodness of humanity in a "state of nature" and blamed society for
corrupting it. This idea is central to the Romantic hero—often an outsider, a
rebel, or a figure in exile from a corrupt society. This philosophical shift is
what makes 18th century literature in its final decades so distinctly
different from what came before.

Key Characteristics and Themes of
Romantic Literature

While the Romantic period spans multiple countries, languages, and genres,
several core themes and stylistic features unite its diverse body of work.
These are the hallmarks that readers look for when studying literature in
the romantic period.

Emotion Over Reason: The Cult of Feeling

At its heart, Romanticism is a celebration of emotion. Writers like William
Wordsworth defined poetry as "the spontaneous overflow of powerful
feelings." This was a direct challenge to the Neoclassical emphasis on wit,
decorum, and intellectual control. Romantic poets and novelists delved into
the full spectrum of human emotion—from the heights of ecstatic joy to the
depths of despair and melancholy. The figure of the melancholic artist,
brooding and sensitive, is a creation of this literary period Romanticism.

The Power and Beauty of Nature

Nature in Romantic literature is rarely just a backdrop. It is a dynamic,
interactive force. It can be a teacher, a healer, a mirror for the human soul,
or a terrifying display of the sublime. Poets like Wordsworth found "moral"
and "spiritual" lessons in the simplest daffodil or the most rugged mountain
peak. Nature offered a direct connection to the divine, a path to
transcendence that institutional religion could not provide. The sublime in
literature—the experience of awe mixed with terror when confronting
something vast and powerful (like a stormy sea or a towering mountain)—is
a key Romantic concept.

Individualism and the Exaltation of the Self

The Romantic hero is a solitary figure. He (or she) is often a rebel, a
visionary, or an outcast. Think of Lord Byron's Childe Harold or Mary
Shelley's Victor Frankenstein. These characters are driven by their own
internal passions, ambitions, and torments. They value personal freedom and
authenticity above social conformity. This focus on the individual's inner
world led to a deep interest in psychology, dreams, and the subconscious,
which would later flower into the literature of the twentieth century.

The Supernatural, the Gothic, and the Imagination

The Romantic imagination is vast and unconstrained. One of its most
famous outlets was the Gothic novel. Works like Horace Walpole's "The
Castle of Otranto" and Mary Shelley's "Frankenstein" explored the dark side
of the imagination, filled with haunted castles, mysterious specters, and the
terrifying consequences of hubris. The English Romanticism movement is
notable for its embrace of the strange, the occult, and the macabre,
celebrating the imagination's power to create new worlds and probe
forbidden knowledge.

Medievalism and the Rejection of the Classical

Instead of looking back to the classical worlds of Greece and Rome for
inspiration (as the Neoclassicists did), Romantics turned to the Middle Ages.
They were fascinated by its chivalry, its folklore, its ruins, and its "simpler"
way of life. This interest in medievalism is evident in the poetry of Sir
Walter Scott, the Pre-Raphaelite painters who followed, and the architecture
of the Gothic Revival.

Major Poets of the English Romantic



Movement

While the Romantic period produced brilliant novelists and essayists, its
heart and soul is often found in its poetry. The following are some of the
most influential figures in Romantic poetry.

William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge

These two friends are often considered the founders of the Romantic
movement in England. Their collaborative work, "Lyrical Ballads" (1798),
is a landmark text that signaled a new direction for poetry. In his famous
"Preface" to the second edition, Wordsworth laid out the manifesto for
Romantic poetry, arguing for a return to the language of common men and a
focus on "incidents and situations from common life." Wordsworth's poems,
like "Tintern Abbey" and "I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud," celebrate the
spiritual power of nature and memory. Coleridge, in works like "The Rime
of the Ancient Mariner" and "Kubla Khan," explored the supernatural, the
exotic, and the mysterious workings of the imagination.

William Blake: The Radical Visionary

A poet, painter, and engraver, William Blake was one of the most original
and radical thinkers of his age. His works, such as "Songs of Innocence and
of Experience," are complex, symbolic critiques of society, religion, and
politics. Blake championed the power of "Energy" and the "Poetic Genius"
against what he saw as the repressive forces of reason and organized
religion. His illuminated books are a unique fusion of text and image.

Lord Byron, Percy Bysshe Shelley, and John Keats

These three poets represent the second generation of English Romantics.
They lived shorter, more dramatic lives than their predecessors, but
produced works of extraordinary intensity. Lord Byron became the
archetype of the Romantic hero: charismatic, scandalous, and rebellious. His
epic poems like "Childe Harold's Pilgrimage" made him a celebrity across
Europe. Percy Bysshe Shelley was a more philosophical poet, an atheist and
a radical idealist whose works like "Prometheus Unbound" and
"Ozymandias" grapple with themes of tyranny, revolution, and the power of
the human spirit. John Keats is perhaps the most purely aesthetic of the
Romantics. His poems—"Ode on a Grecian Urn," "Ode to a Nightingale,"
and "To Autumn"—are exquisitely crafted meditations on beauty, art,
transience, and mortality.

Romantic Prose and the Rise of the
Novel

While poetry was the dominant genre, the Romantic period also saw the
flourishing of the novel as a sophisticated literary form. The 19th century
literature that would become famous for its social realism owes a great
debt to the groundwork laid by Romantic novelists.

Jane Austen: The Novel of Manners

Jane Austen is a fascinating figure who sits on the cusp of Romanticism.
While her novels—"Pride and Prejudice," "Sense and Sensibility,"
"Emma"—lack the Gothic castles and sublime landscapes of her
contemporaries, they are deeply Romantic in their focus on individual
feeling, the importance of personal choice, and the critique of a rigid social
hierarchy. Her heroines are all individuals who must navigate the
treacherous waters of love and society while staying true to their own inner
moral compass. She brought a sharp, ironic, and deeply psychological focus
to the Romantic novel.

Mary Shelley and the Gothic Novel

At the age of just eighteen, Mary Shelley wrote "Frankenstein; or, The
Modern Prometheus," a novel that would define the Gothic genre and create
a foundational myth of the modern age. It is a profound exploration of
ambition, creation, isolation, and the ethics of scientific discovery. The
novel is a perfect example of how literature in the romantic period
combined the fantastic with deep philosophical questions about what it
means to be human.

Sir Walter Scott and the Historical Novel

Sir Walter Scott is credited with inventing the historical novel. His works,
like "Ivanhoe" and "Waverley," are set against the backdrop of major
historical events, from the Crusades to the Scottish Jacobite risings. Scott's
novels are marked by a deep love of medievalism, folklore, and national
identity. He had an enormous influence on the development of fiction in the
19th century, inspiring writers like Victor Hugo, Leo Tolstoy, and James
Fenimore Cooper.

The Legacy of the Romantic Period

The influence of literature in the romantic period is immeasurable. It did
not end in the 1830s but continued to shape artistic movements for
generations. The emphasis on the individual, on subjective experience, and
on the power of emotion became the bedrock of modern creativity.

The Birth of Modern Creative Identity

The Romantic idea of the artist as a visionary genius—a tortured, inspired
soul who creates from deep personal feeling—is one of our most enduring
cultural stereotypes. This conception of the artist changed the relationship
between the creator and the audience. Art was no longer just about craft or
pleasing a patron; it was about self-expression and emotional authenticity.

Influence on Later Movements

The Romantic focus on nature and the sublime directly influenced the
American Transcendentalists, like Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David
Thoreau. The darker, more pessimistic side of Romanticism, found in
Byron and Shelley, can be seen as a precursor to the Decadent and
Symbolist movements of the late 19th century. The Gothic tradition
continued through the Victorian ghost story and into modern horror and
science fiction. The political


