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THE ROMANTIC POETS
Reacting against the formality of 18th Century verse, five writers appeared and changed the
face of English poetry. Wordsworth, with his belief in the inspiration of Nature, and Coleridge,
who was fascinated by the supernatural, were the “first generation” Romantics.
Byron, Shelley and Keats who followed all died young, but they created some of the
most angry and most lyrical of English poems and revolutionised ideas on
beauty, truth and imagination.

William Wordsworth
1770-1850

Samuel Taylor Coleridge
1772-1834

Percy Bysshe Shelley
1792-1822

John Keats
1795-1821

Lord Byron
1788-1824
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The Age of Romanticism
(1798-1832)
As an historical period in English
literature, the age of Romanticism
extends from 1798, when Wordsworth
and Coleridge published their Lyrical
Ballads, to the year 1832, when all the
major Romantic writers were either
dead or no longer writing.
Romanticism, the predominant literary
mode of the first third of the 19th
century, was expressed almost entirely
in poetry.
The French Revolution as painted by Delacroix

The Main Theme throughout the
Romantic era was that the world could
be cured of its problems if man would only work in harmony with Nature.
The Background to the Romantic Movement
1. The French Revolution

The most important force behind the Romantic Movement was the French Revolution, which began
with the storming of Bastille on July 14, 1789. As a result, King Louis XVI was beheaded in 1793,
and the monarchy was abolished in France. Soon revolutionary fervor swept all over Europe.
2. The Industrial Revolution
Another cause behind the Romantic Movement was the Industrial Revolution, which began in mid18th century. During this period, England was experiencing the change from a chiefly agricultural
society to a modern industrial nation. As a result, the ruling power was moving from the old landowning aristocracy to the bourgeoisie, and to an ever-growing and more demanding working class.
In the country areas, the peasants and farmers were losing their land and their independence. More
and more of them had to move to the new industrial towns and start working in the factories, or they
could remain as hired workers in the countryside. (This situation is the subject of Oliver Goldsmith in
his poem “The Deserted Village” as early as 1770.)
Working people at that time often lived in extreme poverty. They had to work long hours under hard
conditions, and the wages were barely enough to keep them from starvation. Women and children
were also employed in jobs that destroyed both the body and spirit : even children as young as ten
years old were used to pull heavy loads in the coal mines. (John Keats’s poem “Isabella” faithfully
describes the hard life of the workers)

The Meaning of Romanticism
The central philosophy of 18th Century English Literature had been one of order, common-sense,
practicality, and a belief in science and progress. The Romantic Movement was an expression of life
as seen by imagination, by emotion and by a dream of what things should be like,
The Romantic Movement was mainly a poetic revolution. Romanticism was an international
movement, not just confined to England, but no writer of that time called himself a “Romantic”. The
word was applied to them more than fifty years later by English historians.
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The Earliest Romantics - Pre-Romanticism
Literature cannot be cut neatly by
ages. It is convenient to say that
the Romantic Movement began in
1798, with the publication of
“Lyrical Ballads”.
However,
romantic ideas had already
appeared much earlier than that.
The earliest poem of the romantic
revival appeared nearly seventy
years before “Lyrical Ballads”.

James Thomson (1700-1748)
It was called “The Seasons” (1730)
and was by a poet called James
Thomson (1700-48). This poem
dealt with the theme of nature and written in blank verse. Although it is not a particularly good poem,
it is worth studying because it was the first significant poem in the tradition of pre-romanticism.
William Blake (1757-1827)
Blake was a poet, artist and deeply religious man who often had visions of angels and ancient figures
from the Bible. At the time many people thought he was insane. His most famous collection of
poems was “Songs of Innocence” (1789) written when he was 32, followed five years later by
“Songs of Experience” (1794). They are beautiful, simple and honest expressions of spiritual and
emotional feelings, but they did not sell well, and were mostly ignored, particularly since Blake
himself was generally considered to be a madman.
It was not until the middle of the 19th century that Blake was rediscovered. Until then his poetical
works were completely ignored. In our own time he has been increasingly acknowledged as a poet
equal to the best of the Romantics.
Robert Burns (1759-1796)
Today Robert Burns is recognized as the National Poet of Scotland. His poetry was often written in
the Scottish dialect, and was (and still is!) very difficult for an Englishman to understand. Burns
started life as a poor farmer, and much of his poetry is about the Scottish countryside and country
matters. He also wrote and collected Scottish folk-songs. All of this made him very popular in his
native Scotland but at the time he was mostly
ignored in England. Only much later did scholars
recognize him as an important early-Romantic.

The First Generation
of Romantic Poets
The first generation of Romantics include
Wordsworth, Coleridge and Southey. At one time all
three were friends and neighbours living in the
mountainous Lake District in the northwest of
England. Therefore they are sometimes called “The
Lake Poets”. They are regarded as one group
because of they seem to share many of the same
ideas about politics and poetry. All three as young
men were revolutionary in their ideas, and all three
became more conservative and respectable as they
grew older.

Robert Burns
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William Wordsworth (1770-1850)
Wordsworth wrote a large number of poems, and most of them are, quite frankly, not very good .
However, a small number of them are especially good, and major contributions to the world of
poetry. His best poems are descriptions of nature, mountains, rivers, flowers, birds, children and
peasants, and reminiscences of his own childhood and youth. His greatest poems were written
between 1797 to 1807, after which the quality of his writing declined at the same time as his
reputation and fame was growing.
A constant theme of Wordsworth’s poetry is the importance of Nature to the human spirit. His
poems are filled with a passionate love of Nature and sympathy for the poor, simple peasants. His
best poems are admired for their perfect simplicity, vivid imagery, directness of language, and
unadorned beauty. His deliberate simplicity and refusal to decorate the truth of experience produced
a kind of pure and profound poetry which no other poet has ever equaled.
Samuel Coleridge (1732-1834)
While he was a student at Cambridge University, Samuel Coleridge met fellow-student Robert
Southey, and discovered they shared the same ideas about society, revolution and the natural world.
They planned to move to America and create their own community living by their natural principles.
This plan fell through. Shortly afterwards Coleridge met William Wordsworth - another who
shared some his romantic ideas - and the pair of them jointly created the book of poems known as
“Lyrical Ballads”.
These poems set an exciting new style by using everyday language and fresh ways of looking at
nature. Coleridge’s main contribution was his most famous poem “The Rime of the Ancient
Mariner”. Later in his life Coleridge suffered personal problems and became a drug addict, addicted
to opium, though he managed to continue writing, chiefly as a literary critic.
Robert Southey (1774-1843)
Southey is chiefly remembered for his friendship with Samuel
Coleridge. As a young man he was the author of a number of ballads
and epic poems like “The Battle of Blenheim” and “Joan of Arc”.
These poems were very much in the new “Romantic” style. Later in
his life he turned to prose and especially biographies, and was the
author of a two-volume “Life of Nelson”. He was happily married with
seven children of his own, and when Coleridge became addicted to
opium, Southey happily adopted and took care of Coleridge’s children.

Robert Southey

The Second Generation of Romantic Poets
George Gordon, Lord Byron (1788-1824)

Of all the “Romantic” poets, Lord Byron nowadays seems to be the perfect example. Perfect because
his poetry, his physical appearance, his character, and his way of life all fit today’s image of the
“Romantic hero”. In his poems, Byron reveals his sympathy with the suffering people and his anger
at the failure of the French Revolution. His poems contain magnificent descriptions of natural
scenery and exquisite lyrics of love and despair. The wonderful beauty of nature, the spontaneous
outflow of youthful enthusiasm, the gloomy mood of melancholy, which are established aspects of
Romanticism at the beginning of the 19th century, are all there in his poetry. Byron became famous
all over Europe and his works were translated into many languages during his lifetime. In England
today Shelley and Keats are given higher places as important poets, but Byron still remains one of
the most influential Romantic poets to foreign readers.
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Percy Bysshe Shelley(1792-1822)
As a lyric poet, Shelley is one of the supreme geniuses of English literature. He is certainly the most
beloved of the Romantic poets. No English poet has ever possessed a lyric genius as pure as his. His
early death was an enormous loss to English literature, for he was a man not only of the highest
idealism, but also of enormous intellectual breadth.
Shelley’s poetry has two different moods. In one he is the revolutionary reformer, wanting to change
the old order and to find universal happiness. In the second he is a great Nature lover, almost
merging himself in the beauty of the world around him, and the author of some poems that are
regarded the most beautiful nature poems in English language.

John Keats (1795-1821)
Keats, who died from tuberculosis at the age of 25, published his first poem when he was 21 years
old. Two years later he published a long poem (4,000 lines) called “Endymion” about the love of the
Moon goddess, Cynthia, for a young shepherd, Endymion. These were competent and interesting
works, but nothing very special.
Then, in just one year, 1819, Keats published a succession of poems which are among the most
beautiful and best loved of all Romantic poetry: epic poems, and odes using vivid word pictures in
praise of the world’s beautiful things. Keats was too poor to marry Fanny Brawne, the woman he
loved, and had suffered the death of his mother and his brother Tom from tuberculosis. His poems
are marked with an internal sadness because he knew that we cannot enjoy beauty forever. By the
time he was 24 he, too, was suffering from tuberculosis and knew he was dying. He moved to Italy to
escape England’s cold winter, but died there
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WILLIAM BLAKE (1757-1827)
Nowadays William Blake is recognized as a symbolist and
mystic who has had great influence on contemporary
writing. His way of thinking and his imaginative vision,
considered to be the ideas of a madman at the time, have
become far more acceptable to the 20th and 21st centuries.
Blake was a poet, painter and engraver, a very religious
man who said that he had “visions” of angels and monks,
and that he saw and spoke with the Angel Gabriel and the
Virgin Mary. Because of this, many people thought he was
mad and most of his writing was ignored. At the age of 14
Blake started work for an engraver and became a very
skilled artist. At the age of 26 he married and in that same
year produced his first book of poems – illustrated by
himself.
Six years later he published another book of poems, “Songs of Innocence” (1789). These poems
saw the world from the point of view of a child. A companion volume, “Songs of
Experience” (1794) followed. In this second volume the poems were still written from the point of
view of a child , but this time they had an underlying meaning, from the point of view of adult
experience.
Throughout his life his works – poetry, religious writings and paintings – were all concerned with
finding the natural energies of the soul – trying to free man’s spirit from the rules of reason and
organized religion.
He illustrated and published most of his works himself – and some of his greatest illustrations were
done when he was almost 70 years old. He never became rich, and ,during his lifetime, was thought
to be a very strange, perhaps slightly mad man. He died on August 12, 1827. He was buried in an
unmarked grave. Many years after his death he was recognized as a great poet and artist and one of
the very early Romantic poets.

The poetry of William Blake
Blake’s most important poetic works are
Songs of Innocence(1789)
Songs of Experience (1794).
These lyrics are simple but effective. The two books are the opposite of each other, two different
states in the development of the Human Soul. In Blake’s poetry we can see
•
•
•
•

his sympathy with the French Revolution
his hatred for 18th century conformity and social institutions
his attitude of revolt against authority
his strong protest against restrictive codes.

His earlier poems are easy to understand, full of light and a child-like simplicity, full of the
innocence of the spirit and the beauty of wonderful imagery. But his later poems, especially the
poems in his prophetic books are mystical and very difficult to understand. There are marvelous
flashes of imagery throwing light on deep truths, but they can also contain some very complex
mythology which is very hard to understand.
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Blake’s poetry is a strange mixture of the simple and the
difficult, of innocence with experience.

Songs of Innocence and Experience
The subtitle of Songs of Innocence and Experience is
‘Showing the Two Contrary States of the Human Soul’.
The word ‘contrary’ had a very specific and important
meaning for Blake.
The “Classic” culture of the 18th Century believed the
human spirit was made up of two warring opposites:
head and heart, body and spirit, human and non-human,
life and death, innocence and experience, good and evil,
heaven and hell.
The whole object of life was to “win” this war. A
“good” man would be ruled by his head not his heart; by
his experience and not his innocence; by Heaven and
not by Hell. The “two contrary states” must fight each
other so that the “good” state will win.
William Blake – as an early “Romantic” - said these
two opposites are equally important. We cannot choose
Blake’s illustration for “The Lamb”
one or the other. They cannot be separated. To lead a
proper and “good” life, a man must accept that both
these states exist and must learn to live in harmony with both.

Songs of Innocence
contains poems either written from the point of view of
children or written about them. These children are innocent.
In these poems, Blake says that children lose their
"innocence" as they grow older and are influenced by the
ways of the world. He says children are born innocent.
They grow to be experienced as they are influenced by the
beliefs and opinions of adults. When this happens, children
can no longer be called innocent.

Songs of Experience
Many of the poems appearing in Songs of Innocence have a
matching poem in Songs of Experience. The matching
poems have a very different viewpoint on the world. The
disastrous end of the French Revolution caused Blake to lose
faith in the goodness of mankind. This explains much of the
despair found in Songs of Experience. Blake also believed
that children lost their innocence through exploitation by
adults and from an uncaring Church which put religious rules
before mercy.
However, Blake did not say children should be kept away
from these experiences. He said it was better for children to
become experienced through their own discoveries, and not
by learning hard lessons from uncaring adults. This idea of
self-learning appears in a number of the “Songs of
Experience”.

Blake’s illustration for “The Tiger”

87

Comparing two poems from “Innocence” and “Experience”
It is useful to take one poem each from the “Innocence” and “Experience” collections and see how
they compare:

THE LAMB
Little Lamb, who made thee?
Dost thou know who made thee,
Gave thee life, and bid thee feed
By the stream and o'er the mead;
Gave thee clothing of delight,
Softest clothing, woolly, bright;
Gave thee such a tender voice,
Making all the vales rejoice?
Little Lamb, who made thee?
Dost thou know who made thee?
Little Lamb, I'll tell thee;
Little Lamb, I'll tell thee:
He is called by thy name,
For He calls Himself a Lamb
He is meek, and He is mild,
He became a little child.
I a child, and thou a lamb,
We are called by His name.
Little Lamb, God bless thee!
Little Lamb, God bless thee!

THE TIGER
Tiger, tiger, burning bright
In the forest of the night,
What immortal hand or eye
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?
In what distant deeps or skies
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what wings dare he aspire
What the hand dare seize the fire?
And what shoulder and what art
Could twist the sinews of thy heart?
And, when thy heart began to beat,
What dread hand and what dread feet?
What the hammer? What the chain?
In what furnace was thy brain?
What the anvil? What dread gasp
Dare its deadly terrors clasp?
When the stars threw down their spears,
And watered Heaven with their tears.
Did He smile his work to see?
Did He who made the lamb make thee?
Tiger, tiger, burning bright
In the forests of the night,
What immortal hand or eye
Dare frame they fearful symmetry?

In these two poems - “contrary” poems - William Blake is asking how can the same God make
such a vicious animal as the Tiger and at the same time such an innocent animal as the Lamb.
The God who made the Tiger is strong, dark and sinister. The words of verse four : “What hammer?
What chain…dare its deadly terrors clasp”? seem to describe God as a dark blacksmith. God seems
to be working in a hot and fiery hell – just like many of the people working in the dark factories of
England’s Industrial Revolution. The fourth verse of “The Tiger” is full of questions. There do not
seem to be any answers to these questions.
The first verse of “The Lamb” is also full of questions, but the second verse has all the answers. The
poem is so simple, you might think it has been written by a child. The poem is very well structured.
In the first verse it has the questions and in the second verse it has all the answers. If you were only
to look at the poem briefly you would believe it was a children’s poem. There are no hard words
like “hammer” and “dread”. The words of “The Lamb” are gentle, like “little lamb” and “meek and
mild”
The words “meek and mild” come from the Bible. They are from the New Testament, where God is
forgiving. “The Lamb” is a poem which gives the hope of good things to come.
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“The Tiger” feels more like the Old Testament, where a fierce God punishes people for their sins.
This is a hard world, with little hope. People are forced to work in very bad conditions in the
Industrial Revolution. Thousands of French people are being executed by the guillotine, and the
revolutionaries at that time were named “the tigers”. The tiger is described as a kind of sun, burning
bright – this is an image of the fires of Hell,
In the original battle between good and evil, the angels in Heaven threw down their spears towards
Satan. The words : “when stars threw down their spears and watered Heaven with their tears”
suggest the battle between Heaven and Hell.
“The Tiger” is written in groups of four lines for each verse – these are called “quatrains”. There is a
kind of heartbeat, or marching feel to the rhythm of the verses. It is angry, and military. “The
Lamb” has longer verses, and a slower feel, It is like a slower heart-beat – calm and relaxed.
“The Tiger” asks fifteen questions, and has no answers. “The Lamb” asks seven questions, and has
an answer to all of them. In the world of innocence, there are answers to all the questions. In the
world of experience, there are no answers.
However, the main question is: “Did He who made the Lamb make thee?” . Since the answer to this
is “yes”, then life is NOT either-or, good or evil, heaven or hell, innocence or experience. Life is the
combination of both.

Good and Evil Angels—an engraving by William Blake
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WILLIAM WORDSWORTH
(1770 – 1850)
Wordsworth is credited with starting the English
Romantic Movement in poetry with the publication of
“Lyrical Ballads” (1798) written jointly with Samuel
Taylor Coleridge.
William Wordsworth was born in 1770 in the beautiful
English Lake District. His family was rich, but both his
parents died before he was 13 years old. He and his
sister, Dorothy, were sent to separate homes, and were
very unhappy about this. William lived with his uncles
and then went to Cambridge University to study
literature. In 1790 he went on a holiday to France and
Switzerland. He was very impressed with the ideals of
the French Revolution – liberty, equality and fraternity –
and he went back again during the next year’s University vacation.
On this second journey he had a love affair with a French girl. She later gave birth to Wordsworth’s
daughter, Anne-Caroline. This child was kept a secret for most of Wordsworth’s life. In 1795 his life
changed. He met and became friendly with Samuel Taylor Coleridge – a young fellow-poet. He also
inherited a lot of money when an uncle died. At last he was able to settle down, and be re-united
with his sister, Dorothy. Unfortunately, Dorothy was in poor health and suffering badly from her
nerves.
Wordsworth and Coleridge worked together and jointly produced a book of poems called “Lyrical
Ballads. These poems were new and different – romantic poems about nature, very different from
the fashionable “classical” and formal poems about gods and heroes. “Lyrical Ballads” was a great
success – and began a whole change in the style of English poetry. They had started the “Romantic”
age.
For the next ten years he wrote more works, traveled again to France and Germany, married a woman
called Mary Hutchinson, and moved back to the natural beauty of the Lake District. The household
consisted of Wordsworth, his wife and his sister. He became very famous, and received several
honours.
But gradually things began to change. Wordsworth became unhappy with the results of the French
Revolution. France was not becoming the great land of freedom. Freedom was being lost to a kind
of dictatorship. His friendship with Coleridge ended when he believed Coleridge was cheating him
out of money to pay for Coleridge’s drug habit. His sister, Dorothy, was becoming more and more of
a problem as her health became worse.
As Wordsworth grew older he became less radical. The younger poets, who had once praised him as
being the founder of the new Romantic age, now said he was “selling out” for money and honours.
This was especially so when he accepted the honour of “Poet Laureate” – the official poet to Queen
Victoria. He died, rich and famous, in 1850 – at the age of eighty.

Lyrical Ballads (1798)
This is a most important collection of poems. It was said to have started the Romantic Age in
English poetry. They wrote a new kind of poetry, which could be read and understood by
everybody . They were so worried about the public reaction that the first edition was published
anonymously.
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The two words in the title were
from two different traditions in
poetry. “Lyrics” in Ancient Greece
meant a song to accompany the
lyre. By the late 18th Century it
meant a short poem in which
personal moods and emotions were
expressed. (Nowadays “lyrics” are
used to mean the words of a pop
song!)

Tintern Abbey as it looks today—much the same as
it looked in Wordsworth’s day.

“Ballads” were longer poems or
songs which told a story in the
popular language of the day. By
combining the two, this new form
of poetry chose things that happen
in ordinary life and described them
in the language of ordinary men.
This was quite revolutionary for
poetry – and very much in the style

of the Romantics.
In his Preface to “Lyrical Ballads” Wordsworth stated his own belief in the “rules” of poetry. He
said that poetry
•
•
•
•
•
•

should be written in the words really used by ordinary people
Should use these words in a natural way, like ordinary speech
Poetry should always be a spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings.
True poetry should always record emotion, but not on the spur of the moment, but “emotion
recollected in tranquility”.
The language of the poet should not be abstract.
Good poetry is created by the skilful use of ordinary words and not by an elegant use of ornate
and fanciful vocabulary.

Most of the poems in “Lyrical Ballads” were written by Wordsworth, though Samuel Coleridge made
some important contributions, especially with a poem called “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”.
Wordsworth’s most important contribution to the collection is a poem called “Tintern Abbey”(*)
(* Tintern Abbey is in the Wye Valley on the borders of Wales. It was originally built in the 13th Century but
was abandoned in 1349 when the Black Death killed all the monks. In 1536 Kong Henry VIII gave the abbey
to the Duke of Worcester who removed the lead from the roof, sold a lot of the stonework, and left the building
as a ruin. Today, as in Wordsworth’s day, it is a much cherished historical tourist attraction.)

Tintern Abbey
This was the last poem in the volume. The poem opens with a personal experience and uses it to
explore themes such as Nature, memory, and imagination. These are themes which Wordsworth used
again and again in his poetry. In the best of his poetry – and this is one of the best! – his personal
feelings move outwards to include the whole of nature and human nature . The famous lines are:
For I have learned
To look on nature, not as in the hour
Of thoughtless youth, but hearing often time
The still, sad music of humanity
“Tintern Abbey” is a wonderful poem – full of many words and phrases which have entered into the
English language as sayings and proverbs.
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Later works by Wordsworth
These included a very long poem called
The Prelude (1805)
which is a kind of autobiography of his life. It is so personal that it was not published until after
Wordsworth had died. Most of it was written in his major creative years – between 1798 and 1908.
Daffodils (1800)
One of his most famous poems – and one which most English people can recite the first few lines – is
called “Daffodils”. It was written for the second volume of “Lyrical Ballads”. Its opening lines are
I wandered lonely as a Cloud
That floats on high o'er Vales and Hills,
When all at once I saw a crowd,
A host of golden daffodils;
Beside the lake, beneath the trees,
Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.
Ode on the Intimations of Immortality (1807)
The famous lines in this poem are
“….trailing clouds of glory do we come
From God, who is our home.
Heaven lies about us in our infancy”
This means that children come from Heaven, and when they are born they come on clouds of glory.
They are still Heaven-like when they are young. (This is very much the same idea that William Blake
had in his “Songs of Innocence

Major Themes in the Poetry of William Wordsworth
Nature and Innocence
Nature, in all its forms, was important to Wordsworth.
He believed that Nature has an impact on our
emotional and spiritual lives. He believed that children
are closest to Nature (and to God) when they are
young. Innocence is lost as they grow older in the
ways of the world
Imagination
Imagination is an important part of our lives. Some of
his poetry has big visionary moments
The French Revolution
The French Revolution began in 1789 with the
storming of the Bastille – the first time ordinary
working people had risen against the government and
the Church. The motto of the Revolution was Liberty,
Equality, Brotherhood and it stood for ideas such as
social justice, personal freedoms, and the idea of
human rights for all people – the rich and the poor.
Wordsworth supported these ideas. Supporting these
ideas was a criminal offence in England. At one time
Wordsworth and Coleridge were suspected of being
French spies!

The older Wordsworth painted by
Robert Haydon
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SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE
(1772-1834)
Samuel Taylor Coleridge was the youngest of ten
children. When he was just 9 years old, his father, a
Minister of the Church , died, and young Samuel was
sent to live in London with an uncle.
He became an excellent scholar. At the age of 19, he
won a place at Cambridge University. Unfortunately he
got into bad habits at University and began to drink
heavily and spend too much money. He was taken ill and
was given opium as part of his medicine. Perhaps as a
result of this, he became addicted to opium for the rest of
his life.
When he was 23 years old he married a girl called Sara
Fricker, and soon after had a son called David, and then a
second son, called Berkeley. Around this time Coleridge
was introduced to William Wordsworth and they started
work on a joint book of poems to be called “Lyrical Ballads”. Coleridge left London to live with
Wordsworth in the Lake District, and the two young poets met two sisters, Mary and Sarah
Hutchinson. Eventually, Wordsworth married Mary, and Coleridge had an affair with Sara
Hutchinson (even though he was already married to another Sara – Sara Fricker).
In 1798, the famous Lyrical Ballads was published, and started the new Romantic movement. In
spite of his literary success, Coleridge was not happy. His marriage was in trouble (because of his
affair) and his second son, Berkeley, died suddenly . The baby has had been given the brand-new
smallpox vaccination and died of a reaction to it.
Coleridge had no money and his drug problem was becoming worse. He moved to Malta, hoping the
warmer weather would help him. It didn’t. He came back to England. He separated from his wife,
and then quarreled with Wordsworth. His paranoia and mood swings, caused by the constant opium
use, were getting worse. He could not work, and no one would employ him.
However, because of the growing success of “Lyrical Ballads”, he was gradually becoming more and
more famous, and his later poems were selling well. He wrote critical works, articles for magazines
and more poetry, plays and even an encyclopaedia and, finally, he began to make some money. He
lived to be 62 and died peacefully in spite of his drug problems. However, at the time of his death he
was not a wealthy man in spite of being a famous poet.

The Rime of the Ancient Mariner
This – the most famous of Coleridge’s poems – exists in three different versions. The first version
(published in 1798) was the very first poem in the published “Lyrical Ballads”. It was deliberately
written in a very old-fashioned style, with certain words and spelling that were very out-of-date for
the time. This was a conscious attempt to make the poem seem like a very old ballad.
In 1800 the second edition of the Lyrical Ballads appeared,
suggestion, had modernized much of the spelling .

and Coleridge, at Wordsworth's

In 1817 Coleridge published some “Collected Poems” and he wrote yet another – a third! – version
of the “Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner”. This third version is very different: as well as modernizing
the spelling, Coleridge added or removed stanzas or lines and changed tenses of verbs.

93

The poem as narrative
Even though it is a poem, Coleridge’s real wish to tell an exciting and ghostly story. The story
begins in the third person, saying words that mean : “There was an ancient mariner, and he stopped
a wedding guest, and he told him the following story.” The story itself is then told in the first
person, with the mariner taking over: “ I went to sea, I saw this. . . this happened to me.”
This “first person” narrative voice makes the story more alive and more “real”.
The story of the Poem
An “ancient mariner” (old sailor) meets three men on their way to attend a wedding. He stops one of
them and tells him a story of how his ship was blown towards the South Pole in a terrible storm.
While the ship is surrounded by ice and fog, an albatross flies through the fog and lands on the deck.
The sailors are happy to see the bird, but the mariner kills it with a gun. Because of this cruel act, the
ship is cursed. The wind blows them to the Equator, where suddenly they are stranded again. The
sailors make the mariner wear the dead albatross around his neck, hoping this might take away the
curse. But it doesn’t. There is no wind at all, only great heat from the sun. and one by one all the
sailors die of thirst, all except the mariner. He is left alone, and one night looks at the moon and
some sea creatures and realizes how beautiful they are. He blesses them in his heart, and suddenly
the curse is lifted. The ship is blown back to England, but to make up for his sin in killing the
albatross, one of God’s beautiful creatures, the mariner is doomed to spend forever traveling from
country to country teaching love and reverence to all God’s creations.

In some ways this poem is a “ghost” story, with themes of guilt, punishment and redemption, told in
short verses with a strong rhythm and rhyme scheme. It has many of the themes which marked the
“Gothic” novels which were beginning to appear.
This became a very popular poem – and still is. Most people can quote the famous lines when the
ship is be-calmed in the very hot sun. As the
sun beats down, the sailor gets more and more
thirsty – but there is no water. He is
surrounded by the sea, but there is no water to
drink. The famous lines are:
Water, water, everywhere
And all the boards did shrink.
Water, water everywhere,
Nor any drop to drink

Themes of the poem
The main themes are:
Crime and Punishment
Mankind’s shared guilt
The supernatural
The poet’s view of nature.
The albatross is a “pious bird of good omen”,
one of God’s creations. The mariner kills it
for no good reason. (Most readers in 1798,
like people in some other countries today,
would see nothing wrong in a man's killing of
a bird).

A 19th Century engraving of the Ancient Mariner
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At first the other sailors blame the mariner for their problems, but when the fog goes, they say he has
done a good thing (and therefore they share his guilt). When there is no wind and the ship stops
moving, they change their minds again and blame him. They hang the dead bird around his neck.
“Death” and “Life-in-Death” play a game of dice for the crew. “Life in Death” wins the mariner.
When the mariner returns to land, he must tell his story forever. He ends his story by telling the
wedding guests that it is important to love “man and bird and beast”.
The supernatural
The poem is full of strange, ghostly, “Gothic” elements. Gothic horror was very popular at the time
Coleridge wrote this poem. Some of the supernatural things are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

the strange weather;
the albatross as a bird of “good omen”;
Death and Life-in-death;
the spirit from “the land of mist and snow”, and the two spirits the mariner hears in his trance;
the angelic spirits which move the bodies of the dead men;
the madness of the pilot and his boy;
the mariner's “strange power of speech”

Images
This poem is very alive with some spectacular scenes. These are often memorable in themselves but
also stand in the place of, or stand as symbols for other things. There are also some excellent images
in the words themselves, like the ship which doesn’t move :
“As idle as a painted ship
Upon a painted ocean”.
The Sound of the words
Coleridge uses some excellent poetic effects to make the mood “sound” right. One of his favourite
effects is “alliteration” (*) An example of this is:
“For the sky and the sea, and the sea and the sky"
which suggests the slow passing of time and the mariner's tiredness because of the repeated “s”
sounds.
(* “Alliteration” is where many of the words begin with the same letter or the same sound .)

Coleridge’s Other Famous Poem
.

His other most famous poem is “Kubla Khan”. (Kubla Khan is the name of a powerful Emperor in
the East) . According to Coleridge himself, in October 1797 he was in ill-health and staying at a
lonely farmhouse. His doctor had given him some opium, used at the time as a painkiller. The opium
sent him into what he described as a 'profound sleep, at least of the external senses'. While in this
drug-induced state, he had a dream about the book he had just been reading - an old book of stories
about travels and voyages. The book was open at the following passage:

In Xanadu did Cublai Can build a stately Palace, encompassing sixteen miles of plain
ground with a wall, wherein are fertile Meadows, pleasant Springs, delightful Streams,
and all sorts of beasts of chase and game, and in the midst thereof a sumptuous house of
pleasure, which may be removed from place to place.
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On waking, Coleridge grabbed paper and ink and
began to write down the images from his dream.
“Kubla Khan” was eventually published, at
Byron’s suggestion, in 1816.
It seems likely that, despite Coleridge's claim to
have composed the poem entirely during his
'Reverie', he actually worked on it subsequently.
The finished poem points to Coleridge's
imaginative genius and poetic craftsmanship,
rather than to the euphoria of a drug-induced
state.
Ever since “Kubla Khan” first appeared there has
been much critical argument about what it means.
However, readers ever since have been moved by
the power of the words, even if the exact
meaning is unclear and open to interpretation.
The poem opens with a picture of an Emperor’s
Palace, built for pleasure. The Palace is built in a
magical place where a woman cries for her
demon lover.
An early 19th century engraving of Xanadu
The Palace (the “dome”) is built by man, and is
therefore “art”. The land where the Palace
stands has been created by nature. The poem makes us wonder : Which is the most important?
Man’s creation? Or Nature’s creation? The poem is also a great example of a European dreaming
about the exotic and luxurious East. This was to be seen in a lot of later Romantic writing.

The opening lines of “Kubla Khan” are very famous:
In Xanadu did Kubla Khan
A stately pleasure-dome decree:
Where Alph, the sacred river, ran
Through caverns measureless to man
Down to a sunless sea.

Differences between Wordsworth and Coleridge:
One easy way of finding a difference between Coleridge and Wordsworth is to say that

•

Coleridge tried to show the supernatural as real. These ghostly things were there in our real
lives.

•

Wordsworth tried to show ordinary, real things in a special remarkable and spiritual way.
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George Gordon,
LORD BYRON
(1788-1824)
“Mad, bad and dangerous to know”
George Gordon was born in 1788, the son of a Naval
Captain. He was born with a club-foot and limped through
all his life. In the early days his family was poor but, when
he was ten years old, suddenly they became very rich. His
great-Uncle (his grandfather’s brother) was a wealthy Lord
who had died with no children. The next-in-line was
George Gordon – who now became Lord Byron.
The new Lord Byron went to Cambridge University, spent
money very extravagantly, and slept with lots of different
people – men and women. The rumours said he was having
a love affair with his half-sister, Augusta Leigh – against the
law of the country and the church.
In 1807, aged 19, Byron published his first collection of poetry, “Hours Of Idleness”. The critics
hated it, so Byron then wrote a satire about the critics. At the age of 20 he went on his “grand tour of
Europe”, visiting Spain, Malta, Albania, Greece, and the Aegean.
In 1812 he published the first part of “Childe Harold's Pilgrimage” (1812-1818). This was a big
success. Byron now became famous in London society. He spoke in the House of Lords about
freedom. He had a much publicized love-affair with Lady Caroline Lamb. (It was Lady Caroline
Lamb who famously described Byron as “Mad, bad and dangerous to know”.) His book “The
Corsair” (1814), sold 10,000 copies on the first day of publication. He became one of the most
famous men in the country.
At the age of 27 he married Anne Isabella Milbanke. Their daughter, Ada, was born the same year.
The marriage was unhappy, and they separated very quickly. Now things began to change: Byron
was running out of money; stories of his love affair with his half-sister were in the newspapers; he
was becoming unpopular in society. So, he left England and moved to Geneva in Switzerland. For a
while he lived with Percy Bysshe Shelley, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley and Claire Clairmont, who
became his mistress. In Switzerland he wrote the second part of “Childe Harold” and "The Prisoner
of Chillon".
He then spent two years in Italy, writing his masterpiece “Don Juan” and several verse plays. A war
started between Greece and Turkey, with the Greeks fighting for their freedom from the Ottoman
Empire. Byron sailed to Greece to join the freedom fighters. But before he could do any fighting he
died of malaria, aged 36. Memorial services were held all over England. However, both
Westminster Abbey and St Paul’s Cathedral refused to allow him to be buried in their churches, so
his body was placed in the family vault in Nottinghamshire.

The Poetry of Lord Byron
Byron became famous mainly because of his long narrative and dramatic poems, among which are:
Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage
Oriental Tales
Manfred
Cain
and the most important of all

Don Juan, his unfinished masterpiece.
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However, Byron’s short lyrics are among the simplest and most moving ever written in the English
language. The best of these are the five poems called:
When We Two Parted
She Walks in Beauty
Stanzas for Music
So We’ll Go No More a-Roving
On the Day I Completed My Thirty-sixth Year
In his poems, Byron shows his sympathy with the suffering people of Europe and glorifies the French
Revolution and his sorrow at its failure. His poems were full of descriptions of foreign and exotic
scenery, and a new style of character which became known as the Byronic Hero. Readers imagined
they could see a portrait of Byron himself in the characters he created: rebels, pirates, and desperate
adventurers. They were passionate, aristocratic, cynical, and sometimes even immoral.
His long poems would sometimes be filled with Byron’s opinions on different political, social and
cultural problems. These were of great interest to readers at the time, but nowadays readers are more
interested in the intensely “Romantic” aspects of his writing:
•
•
•
•
•

magnificent descriptions of natural scenery
exquisite lyrics of love and despair.
the wonderful beauty of nature
the spontaneous outflow of youthful enthusiasm,
the gloomy mood of melancholy

Lord Byron, Superstar
Byron’s poetry won great popularity both at home and abroad. Today Shelley and Keats are given a
higher place as poets, but in their own time, they were largely unknown, while Byron was read all
over Europe and was hailed as a champion of liberty. His works exerted a very powerful influence on
the literature of France, Germany, Italy and Russia, and were translated into all European languages.
He still remains one of the most influential Romantic poets to foreign readers.
Byron was a “superstar” in his lifetime – not only because of his poetry, but also because of the
publicity around his lifestyle. He created the idea of the 'Byronic hero' - a heroic, melancholy young
man, slowly burning about some secret event in his past. The Church condemned him for his
shocking sex life; ordinary young men turned him into a hero, and copied his hair-style and his
clothes. After his death, his influence on European poetry, music, novel, opera, and painting was
enormous.

His main works
Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812 – 1818)
Was written in three parts – Cantos I & II in 1812; Canto III in 1816 and Canto IV in 1818. ( “Canto
is an Italian word meaning “Song”). After its first publication – a truly great success - Byron said: “I
woke one morning and found myself famous”
It is about the travels, adventures and life of a pilgrim called Childe Harold. It is almost an
autobiography – since Harold is very much like Byron himself, his travels and his adventures are
almost the same as Byron himself experienced. It is about Nature, life and politics – especially
Napoleon and Waterloo. In the last Canto, the idea of the pilgrim is forgotten and it is more about
nature, time and history.
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Don Juan (1819-1824)
Published in parts, but not
actually completed – Byron
died before finishing this
poem. It is a great, long, epic
satire, full of wild adventures,
the
mysteries
of
Constantinople and Russia,
politics, sex, pirates and war.
He attacks fellow poets like
Coleridge and Wordsworth.
The critics called it “filthy
and against religion”. The
public bought thousands of
copies!
The character of Don Juan
(pronounced “Jew-ann” to
rhyme with “ruin”) is very
much a “Byronic hero” – tall,
dark, handsome, gallant,
brave but also melancholy
with hidden sadness. This is
the classic Romantic hero.

This painting by Alexandre-Marie Colin in 1831

Drama & Theatre works
He wrote several big verse dramas, and for a while Byron was one of the sponsors of the famous
Drury Lane Theatre in London. His dramas were never very popular with theatergoers, but readers
of plays praised them highly.
Shorter poems
Byron wrote many shorter poems – the most famous of which is “We’ll go no more a roving” – a
poem about love. It is a kind of excuse for cheating on his partner. He says that although he still
loves the woman, he needs to make love with other women : you can get tired of loving just one
person and you need a change. You still love the first person, but a man needs to have a number of
partners. This, of course, was very shocking to Society at the time – and not the kind of thing you
expected poets to say.

So, we'll go no more a roving
So late into the night,
Though the heart be still as loving,
And the moon be still as bright.
For the sword outwears its sheath,
And the soul wears out the breast,
And the heart must pause to breathe,
And love itself have rest.
Though the night was made for loving,
And the day returns too soon,
Yet we'll go no more a roving
By the light of the moon.
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The “Romantic Hero”, often
called the “Byronic Hero”
The image of the “Romantic hero” is chiefly due to
Lord Byron. He shared many of the same ideas
with other poets of the age – individual freedom,
love of Nature, a struggle against tyranny, a belief
in imagination. But these other poets were very
different in character.
The other Romantics
William Blake was a mystic, a prophet who seemed
to be living in his own world of religious images.
Wordsworth was a respectable, country-loving man
who would become a pillar of society. Coleridge
was a restless, multi-talented and darkly
imaginative writer heavily under the influence of
his opium addiction. Keats trained as a doctor but
turned to poetry in his teens and soon died from
tuberculosis.

Lord Byron as a “Romantic Hero”

These were all “Romantics” but none of them truly fitted the “Romantic type” which is what we
mean today when we talk of a “Romantic hero”.
The “real” Romantic hero
The poet who created the image of the “Romantic type” was Lord Byron. The “Romantic type” and
the “Byronic hero” are the same thing. In his own lifetime Lord Byron was famous for his shocking
poetry, his scandalous love-life, and his passion for freedom. He was a successful, best selling
writer, belonging to the English aristocracy, but English Society would have nothing to do with him.
The following is a list of some of the characteristics or actions of Lord Byron himself :

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

He was extremely good looking, with dark curly hair
He had a deformed foot, and walked with a limp
He spent money recklessly
He had a series of very public love affairs which shocked society
A rumour said he slept with his half-sister, Augusta
He deserted his wife, Annabel and his daughter.
He had a second daughter by his mistress, Claire
He abandoned his mistress and her daughter
He took a new mistress – the 19 year old wife of an Italian Count
He rushed to join the freedom fighters fighting for Greek Independence
He used his own money to raise and train a troop of fighting men. Before going to battle he
caught a fever and died.

At the same time he was writing and publishing very successful poetry. His first big success,
“Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage” was a kind of autobiography in poetry – an adventure story which
was shocking in its ideas. In the middle of all the adventure there were passages of gloomy ideas,
sadness, and melancholy. It sold well and made him very famous.
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The unfinished final work –“ Don Juan” - is a great, long, epic satire, full of wild adventures, the
mysteries of Constantinople and Russia, politics, sex, pirates and war. He attacks fellow poets like
Coleridge and Wordsworth. The critics called it “filthy and against religion”. The public bought
thousands of copies!
The character of Don Juan is very much a “Byronic hero” and is definitely a portrait of Byron
himself : tall, dark, handsome, gallant, brave but also melancholy with hidden sadness. This is the
classic Romantic hero.
Through his life and his work, his great fame and his early death, Lord Byron became the Romantic
“superstar” of the age. His appearance, his personality and his ideas were all used to form the idea of
the “Byronic hero”. The most important of these show the “Byronic hero” as

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Tall, dark and handsome
Some kind of romantic flaw (like his deformed foot)
Adventurous
Passionate for freedom
Disobeying all the “normal” rules about social behaviour
A very unconventional love life
Poetic love for nature
A gloomy or melancholy side to his emotions
Likely to die young
A passionate supporter of ordinary, poor people

Perfectly summed up in Lady Caroline Lamb’s description of Byron:

“Mad, bad, and dangerous to know.

Lady Caroline Lamb painted by Eliza H. Trotter, 1811
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PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY
(1792-1822)
HIS LIFE:
Shelley’s life-story is wild, outrageous, shocking,
revolutionary and unconventional. He has
become a classic example of the “Romantic”
poet . Because of his wild life-story it has been
easy to forget that he was also a brilliant poet.
He was born in 1792 in Sussex, England. His
family was rich and noble. He went to the famous
Eton College, and then to Oxford University,
where he was nicknamed “Mad Shelley” because
of his wild behaviour. He was expelled from
Oxford because he refused to attend Church and
claimed that God did not exist. At the age of 19
Shelley fell in love with a 16 year old girl called
Harriet, and ran away to Scotland to get married.
They had two children, a girl and a boy, but their
marriage was soon in trouble. Shelley invited an
old College friend, Thomas Hogg, to live with them – and soon Shelley was having a gay affair with
Thomas. Harriet found out and decided to separate from her husband.
Shelley now read the poems of Wordsworth and Coleridge and began to write his own poetry,
including his first important poem, “Queen Mab: A Philosophical Poem” (1813). He moved to
London and met the 17 year old Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin . They fell in love and , for the second
time in his life, he “eloped”. (To “elope” means to run away secretly to get married). They eloped
to Switzerland. Mary’s step-sister, Claire, went with them. It was said that all three of them slept
together in a “ménage a trois”
They went to live in the same house as Lord George Gordon Byron – another wild, young, Romantic
poet . Byron now joined in the “open marriage” and all four of them slept together. Claire gave birth
to a child by Byron. They passed their days sailing on the lake and telling each other ghost stories.
1815 - 1817
Shelley’s grandfather died and left him the very large sum of £1000 per annum, so Shelley and Mary
moved back to London. Shelley’s wife, Harriet, came from Scotland to London and, perhaps
because she failed to save her marriage, she drowned herself in river in Hyde Park. She was just 21.
Now that Harriet was dead, Shelley and Mary were able to get married, and Mary gave birth to
Shelley’s third child, a son, William. Shelley published more poems, and he and Mary published a
joint book about their travels, a book called “History of Six Weeks Tour”.
1818 - 1822
The Shelleys left London and moved to Italy. Mary Shelley published her own novel (based on the
ghost stories she had heard from Shelley and Byron when they were in Switzerland two years earlier.
This novel was the famous Gothic “Frankenstein”.) They also had another child – a son called Percy.
Shelley now wrote a great deal of work. He wrote articles about vegetarianism, a five-act play called
“The Cenci”, a collection of poems called “Men of England” and a tribute to the poet John Keats
who had just died. This famous tribute – an “elegy” – was called “Adonais”. He also wrote his

102

Shelley’s funeral on the beach at Viareggio painted by Louis Edward Fournier (1889).
The mourners from left are Trelawney, Hunt and Byron

masterpiece, a poem called “Prometheus Unbound”. Shelley went to visit Lord Byron in the town of
Livorno. He was returning by boat on 8 July 1822 when a sudden storm came. The boat sank and
Shelley was drowned. His body was washed onto the beach at Viareggio. At his request, his body
was burned (not buried). It was burned on the beach at Viareggio . Shelley was just 29 years old.

Shelley’s Poetry and Ideas:
Shelley was an English Romantic poet and philosopher. His passionate search for personal love and
social justice is shown in his poems – which are some of the greatest in the English language. Most
of his poetry shows his personal beliefs:

•
•
•

human love,
human reason,
a belief that mankind is basically good and capable of getting better.

His lyric poems are superb in their beauty, grandeur, and mastery of language. As well as one of
England’s most lyrical poets, he is also valued for his wit, his satirical works, and his ideas as a
social and political thinker

His ideas about the Nature of Poetry
Shelley said:
A poet is a nightingale, which sits in darkness and sings to cheer its own loneliness with
sweet sounds. His listeners are hearing the melody of an unseen musician. They know
they feel moved, and their hearts are softened – but they do not know what is causing
this or why they feel that way.
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His plays in verse:
His great verse plays are
The Cenci (1819)
Prometheus Unbound (1820)
These plays are full of Shelley’s passion and ideas, and are influenced by the Greek philosopher,
Plato. “The Cenci” is a tragedy set in Rome in 1599 and tells a story of wickedness, hatred, incest,
murder and torture
“Prometheus Unbound” tells of Prometheus, chained to a rock and subject to everlasting torture from
Jupiter (the spirit of evil and hate). Prometheus suffers this with such courage and majesty that
Demogorgon (the chief power of the world) drives Jupiter from the throne and gets Hercules (the
spirit of strength) to free Prometheus. The world is now ruled by love. When “Thrones, altars,
judgement-seats and prisons” are things of the past, then
Man remains
Sceptreless, free, uncircumscribed, but man
Equal, unclassed, tribeless and nationless,
Exempt from awe, worship, degree, the king
Over himself; just, gentle, wise, but man
Many scholars consider “Prometheus Unbound” to be Shelley’s masterpiece. It certainly represents
the great human spirit of freedom which marked the Romantic poets.
His shorter Poems:
The most famous of these include “Adonais”, written as a tribute to the dead poet, John Keats, and
the shorter poems “Hellas”, “Ode to the West Wind”, “To a Skylark” and “Ozymandias”.

“Ozymandias”
is about an old, crumbling statue in the desert. Thousands of years ago Ozymandias was a famous,
mighty and powerful ruler. Now, all that remains is a broken-down pile of stones in a sandy desert.
Everything in life is temporary and passing:
"My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!"
Nothing else remains. Round the decay
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare
The lone and level sands stretch far away”

“To a Skylark”
This is his most famous poem. The first two lines - “Hail to thee, blithe Spirit! Bird thou never
wert” - are almost as famous as Shakespeare’s “To Be or Not to Be”. Every schoolboy has to learn
this poem.
Hail to thee, blithe Spirit!
Bird thou never wert,
That from Heaven, or near it,
Pourest thy full heart
In profuse strains of unpremeditated art
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The Two Distinct Moods of Shelley’s Poetry
The poetry of Shelley, like the man himself, divides itself into two distinct moods. In one he is the
violent reformer, seeking the overthrow of conventional institutions and the establishment of
universal happiness.
From this mood comes many of his longer poems and lyrical dramas, “Queen Mab” (1813), “Revolt
of Islam” (1818), “The Cenci” (1819) “The Masque of Anarchy”, “Hellas” (1812), and the most
important of all, “Prometheus Unbound” (1819).
These poems are often violent attacks against governments, priests, marriage, religion, even God as
the Church portrays Him. All these works indicate Shelley’s hope for a better world.
In the second distinct mood, Shelley is forever searching, following a vague, beautiful vision, forever
sad and forever unsatisfied, always pursuing an ideal, hoping for something better that is to come. He
sees in Nature something inspiring and spiritual; flowers, trees, the sea, mountains and clouds are
“real” and a part of the poet himself.
This mood gives special meaning and beauty to his poems on nature. “Ode to the West
Wind” (1819), “To a Skylark” (1820) and “The Cloud” are regarded as three of the most beautiful
nature poems in English language.
In all his writing, Shelley believes that he can pave the way for a better society. Even in his shorter
pieces the social ideal is the central one. Yes, Shelley is one of the greatest English nature poets, but
he is also one of the greatest political writers.
For example, “Ode to the West Wind” is, on the surface, a poem of nature, but in fact, it sings of the
revolution that is to come. It prophesies the destruction of the old world and the coming of a new
world.
Shelley is truly one of the greatest poets of English Literature and undoubtedly the best of all the
Romantic poets. It really is hard to believe that any poet who lived just 29 years could leave behind
large a quantity of great poetry.

Shelley writing his poem
“Prometheus” a posthumous portrait by
Joseph Severn
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JOHN KEATS
(1795-1821)
John Keats was born in London, the eldest of five
children. His father kept horses for hire but died when
Keats was only eight years old. At school Keats won
prizes for his reading of other people’s poetry, and
eventually studied medicine at London’s famous Guy’s
Hospital in London.
At the age of 21 he received a small inheritance from his
grandmother and gave up his studies to become a fulltime poet. His first poem “O Solitude” was published
when he was 21. At the age of 23 he published
“Endymion”, over 4,000 lines telling of the love of the
Moon Goddess for a young shepherd.

Portrait of John Keats by William Hilton

In 1819 he wrote and published a series of poems,
including the epic poems “Hyperion” and “The Fall of
Hyperion”, and the shorter, beautiful poems “Ode to a
Nightingale”, “Ode to Autumn” and “Ode on a Grecian
Urn”.

These poems did not earn much money and he was unable to afford to marry Fanny Brawne, the
woman he loved. In quick succession both his mother and brother Tom died of tuberculosis. Then,
aged just 24, Keats himself had the disease. He moved to Italy, hoping that the warmer weather
would cure him, but he died in February 1821, aged just 25.
His skill with poetic imagery and the use of words is as great as any of the other Romantic poets. In
his brief writing career, Keats’s poetry developed from poetry about a love of nature and art into a
deep compassion for his fellow-man and humanity. In one of his letters he wrote:
“I am certain of nothing but the holiness of the heart’s affections,
and the truth of imagination.”
And in those words possibly captured the very spirit of Romanticism in literature.
Endymion (1817)
written between April and November 1817 and published the following year, is thought to be Keats's
richest although most unpolished poem. In this poem, the shepherd-boy’s longing for the moongoddess’s love is a metaphor for Keats’s own longing for a muse or poetic inspiration.
Hyperion (1818)
Keats spent some time nursing his brother Tom through the final stages of tuberculosis. To help with
his grief at seeing his brother die, he started writing a long, epic narrative poem called “Hyperion”.
This tells of the fall of the primitive Greek gods who are dethroned by the Olympians, a newer order
of gods led by Apollo.
Keats used this myth to show how grief and misery teach humanity compassion. The poem ends with
the transformation of Apollo into the god of poetry, but when Tom died, Keats left the poem
unfinished. He later described the poem as showing "false beauty proceeding from art" rather than
"the true voice of feeling." Tom’s death in December 1818 may have freed Keats from the need to
finish “Hyperion.”
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The Five Great Odes
Keats’s great creative outpouring came in April
and May of 1819, when he composed a group of
five odes. The loose formal requirements of the
ode - a regular metrical pattern and a shift in
perspective from stanza to stanza - allowed
Keats to follow his mind’s associations. They
were
Ode to a Nightingale
Ode on a Grecian Urn
Ode to Psyche
Ode on Melancholy
Ode to Autumn
Literary critics rank these works among the
greatest short poems in the English language.
Each ode begins with the speaker focusing on
something - a nightingale, an urn, the goddess
Psyche, the mood of melancholy, the season of
autumn - and arrives at his greater insight into
what he values.

Keats listening to a Nightingale on Hampstead
Heath - a famous portrait by Joseph Severn

In “Ode to a Nightingale,” the nightingale’s song
symbolizes the beauty of nature and art. Keats was fascinated by the difference between life and art:
human beings die, but the art they make lives on.
The poet tries repeatedly to use his imagination to go with the bird’s song, but each time he
completely fails to forget himself. In the sixth stanza he suddenly remembers what death means, and
the thought of it frightens him back to earth and his own humanity.
The last two odes, "Ode on Melancholy" and "To Autumn,” show a change in Keats’s ideas about
life and art. He celebrates “breathing human passion” as more beautiful than either art or nature.
Ode to Autumn
Keats’s image of the autumn season is another of English Literature’s best loved poems. Its imagery
and observation of Nature in its seasonal decline are the marks of a truly great poet. The first stanza
says:
Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness,
Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun;
Conspiring with him how to load and bless
With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run;
To bend with apples the moss'd cottage-trees,
And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core;
To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells
With a sweet kernel; to set budding more,
And still more, later flowers for the bees,
Until they think warm days will never cease,
For summer has o'er-brimm'd their clammy cells.

Keats said that he wanted to write the poetry of
"the agonies, the strife of human hearts"
This is possibly why, three years after the death of Tom, Keats returned to “Hyperion” to make
revisions, and re-write it, using many of the ideas he had learned about poetry during that time.
Sadly, he did not live to complete this. He died himself, aged 25.
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What are the main
Romantic themes?
Some examples from the
chief Romantic poets.

The “Age of Reason”
Most of the 18th Century writers
were “Classic” – they admired the
old ways of Ancient Greece – logic,
order, clear ideas, everything
belonged to a clear order,
Romanticism in art:
everything should have a proper
John Constable’s painting “The Haywain” 1821
shape and symmetry. This was an
age of scientific discovery, the “Age
of Reason”. Human beings were valued as citizens who played their “correct” roles in society.

The “Age of Emotion”
The French Revolution of 1789 was the main source of inspiration for the first generation of
Romantic poets. The Revolution seemed to be a victory for liberty over tyranny. It seemed to offer
freedom for the ordinary man. The emotions and the ideas of the common man were said to be just
as important as the aristocracy.

The “first generation” of Romantic poets
included Blake, Wordsworth and Coleridge. Blake led the way with his “Songs of Innocence” –
published in 1789 - the same year as the French Revolution. Wordsworth and Coleridge followed
with their “Lyrical Ballads” in 1798.

The main themes of Blake, Wordsworth and Coleridge
•
•
•
•
•
•

Feelings and emotions are more important than logic and argument
Nature and “natural man” are more important than formal, organized society.
The peasant in the field is nearer to God than the educated man in the city.
The individual is more important than society
Poetry should come from individual emotions and imagination, not strict literary rules.
Children are closer to God than adults – because children are born pure and happy.
William Wordsworth wrote a poem saying children come “trailing clouds of glory from God,
who is our home”.
Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s poems were more the stuff of dreams and nightmares rather than
logic and order. (He was addicted to the drug opium and many of his poems seem to be wild
hallucinations.)
William Blake in his “Songs of Innocence” and his “Songs of Experience” wrote about the
differences between the “natural” world of children, and the “experienced” world of the adult.
The “natural” world was the right one, he said.
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The “second generation” of Romantic poets
had a problem. The French Revolution had failed. The liberty of the common man had turned into a
reign of terror. The political and social changes had failed. Strict governments were back in power.
This group of Romantics – Byron, Shelley and Keats – were angry because the changes had failed.
The main themes of Byron, Shelley and Keats
•
•
•
•

The poet must fight for freedom and liberty
The individual artist, his personal vision of the world, is most important
Poetic Imagination is the key to the innermost secrets of Life
The poet must be a rebel, and not follow the rules of Society
John Keats believed that “Beauty” and “Truth” were the same thing. He died at the age of 25.
On his gravestone are the words “Here lies one whose name was written in water”. He thought
he would be forgotten by posterity.
Percy Bysshe Shelley was the most political of the Romantics. His poetry emphasizes the
importance of freedom and beauty, and his other writings attacked Kings and politicians,
Lord Byron was the most rebellious. His personal life was shocking, he did not follow any
rules of Society, he even enlisted as a freedom fighter in the Greek War for Independence.
Lord Byron was “mad, bad and dangerous to know”.

Important note:
The word “Romantic” was never used about any of these poets during their lifetime. They never
described themselves as “Romantic”. This was a label stuck on by later generations.
The reason this is important is that none of these poets belonged to a “school” or a group. They were
never organised or working together . They were all individuals. This is the essence of Romanticism
– the individual artist, his individual imagination, his own personal freedom. The individual is more
important than any group or society.

The Raft of the Medusa - an oil painting by Theodor Gericault (1819) - has become a
symbol of French Romanticism, and shows that the Romantic influence was European-wide
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THE GOTHIC NOVEL
An “Offshoot” of Romanticism
The Gothic Novel
At approximately the same time as a new approach to Poetry was being created by the Romantic
Poets, a new kind of novel appeared. It was later named “The Gothic Novel”, a story written in a
special style and generally said to have been created by Horace Walpole, with his story “The Castle
of Otranto”(1764).
He was much influenced by medieval history and even built himself a castle at Strawberry Hill near
London, a castle that was built to look like the old ruins from the Middle Ages. He started an
architectural fashion that led to people building fake ruins in their gardens, and later would lead to a
fashion whereby even London’s new Houses of Parliament were designed in the style of a medieval
palace.
There was something “Romantic” about ancient, ruined castles, with a suggestion of ghosts and the
supernatural. This aspect of a “Gothic Revival” can be seen in poems like Coleridge’s “Rime of the
Ancient Mariner” and “Christabel” and in Keats’s poems “La Belle Dame sans Merci” and
“Isabella”.

The Romantic Poets and their “Horror” Stories
The histories of English Literature usually do not mention that Shelley’s first published work was a
Gothic novel “Zastrozzi” (1810) about an outlaw obsessed with revenge against his father and halfbrother. Shelley also wrote a second Gothic novel in 1811, “St Irvyne , or the Rosicrucian” , about
a man seeking the secret of eternal life.
During the summer of 1816 Lord Byron, Shelley and his wife and John William Polidori were all
staying at a villa on the banks of Lake Geneva, and amused themselves with a ghost-story writing
competition. (Mary Shelley won with her story of “Frankenstein”.)

Lord Byron as a “Vampyre”
And Byron’s own life-style, character and romantic adventures were thinly disguised in a Gothic
novel written by his rejected lover, Lady Caroline Lamb. This novel was called “Glenarvon” (1816)
with Byron thinly disguised under the name of “Lord Ruthven”.
Three years later Polidori
stole the name and character
of Lord Ruthven from Lady
Caroline Lamb, and used
him in his novel called “The
Vampyre” . Lord Ruthven
had now become a vampire
(and would influence
novels, plays and latterly
films right up to the present
day.)
However, writing ghoststories and tales of monsters
and vampires was not the
main
business
of
Coleridge, Shelley, Byron
Strawberry Hill, the Gothic-style “castle” built by Horace Walpole
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and Keats . They were poets. These novels were treated as
a bit of relaxation, something they did to amuse themselves
and their friends (even if they allowed them to be
published.)
The writers most nearly connected to the rise of the Gothic
Novel began with Horace Walpole and those who followed
him.

HORACE WALPOLE (1717 – 1797)
Horace Walpole was the youngest son the British Prime
Minister, Sir Robert Walpole, During his lifetime he was
most famous for his political writings and his work as a
Member of the British Parliament. He published his letters
on politics, society, and foreign affairs.
He eventually inherited the title of Earl of Orford and was
very rich. He designed and built his own fake castle in a
medieval, gothic style, because he was tired of the fashion
for Classical Roman and Italian –style buildings.
He wrote many essays on subjects like Gardening, History
and Literature, and some poetry and plays. After his death,
it was “The Castle of Otranto” that became his best
known work.

The Ghost Scene from “The Castle of
Otranto” - an early engraving

Later novelists in the 18th and 19th Century copied his
style, and the “gothic style” also influenced literature and
poetry. The “Gothic” style was very popular in 20th Century cinema, with hundreds of “horror
films”.

The Castle of Otranto (1764)
Conrad is the son of Manfred, of the House of Otranto It is Conrad’s birthday and also his
wedding day. He is about to marry Isabelle, but something strange happens in the castle that
day. Conrad is injured by a giant helmet.
Then Conrad’s father, Manfred, decides to cancel the wedding. Manfred will marry Isabelle
himself. There is a curse on the House of Otranto – the curse involves giants, and ghosts and
blood.

Other important Gothic writers:
ANN RADCLIFFE (1764 – 1823)
She wrote five or six “Gothic novels” and was very popular in her time. Many writers imitated her.
The most important one is
“The Mysteries of Udolpho” (1794)
is set in 1584 and tells the story of Emily St. Aubert, an orphan who is sent to live with her
aunt, Madame Cheron. The aunt marries an evil man called Montoni. Montoni wants to
cheat Emily and stop her inheriting money and property. A lot of frightening things happen
inside Montoni’s castle. In the end Emily gets her money and is able to marry her lover,
Valancourt.
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MARY SHELLEY (1797 – 1851)
She ran away with the famous poet, Percy Shelley
and became his second wife. They lived in Italy for
many years. Her first novel was her most famous.
“Frankenstein” (1818)
The story of a scientist called Dr. Frankenstein who
steals parts of bodies from graveyards so that he can
create a new life. He makes a “creature” (in the
book he is called a “creature” and is never called a
“monster”) but the creature is hunted down and
killed.
(In the 20th Century film version,
Frankenstein’s Creature is called a “Monster”)
Mary Shelley’s novel is considered to be something
more than a “Gothic novel”. She introduces strong
themes of what science can achieve (a kind of early
science-fiction story) but also raises questions of the
morality of certain scientific achievements.
Frontispiece to the 1831 edition of
Mary Shelley’s “Frankenstein”

CHARLES MATURIN (1782 – 1824)
Irish writer and priest. He wrote several plays which were not very successful, and many novels.
The best known, “Melmoth the Wanderer” (1820), was later turned into a play.
Melmoth the Wanderer” (1820)
John Melmoth is a scholar who sells his soul to the devil in exchange for 100 extra years of
life. He spends a hundred years searching for someone who will take over the pact for him

EDGAR ALLAN POE (1809 -1849)
American poet and story writer. His life was full of
gambling, drunkenness and madness. He wrote
poetry and short stories. His short stories were full
of horror and madness, torture and murder. His
poems include “The Raven” (1845), famous for its
repetition of the phrase,
“Quoth the raven, Nevermore”.
Many of his short stories first appeared in
magazines, but were published in a collection called
“ Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque” (1840).
Another collection, published after his death, was
called “Tales of Mystery and Imagination”. His
famous stories include:
The Fall of the House of Usher (1839)
The Pit and the Pendulum (1845) , and
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The Murders in the Rue Morgue (1841)
Madame L'Espanaye and her daughter are found murdered in a room in the Rue Morgue, a
fictional street in Paris. Newspaper accounts of the murder reveal that the mother's throat is so
badly cut that her head is barely attached and the daughter, after being strangled, has been
stuffed into the chimney. The bodies are found in a room on the fourth floor, inaccessible
from the outside. And the room has been locked from the inside! Neighbours who hear the
murder give contradictory accounts, claiming they hear the murderer speaking a strange
language, one they cannot understand. Solving this gory murder is done in a way which makes
this story one of the very first detective stories in English Literature.

Gothic Novels become a bit of a joke
After Mathurin and Edgar Allan Poe, the Gothic novel went out of fashion. The excesses of the
stories had already made it something of a joke. As early as 1818 the Gothic style was subject to
humorous treatment in Jane Austen’s novel “Northanger Abbey”.
“Northanger Abbey” (1818)
The naive heroine, Catherine Morland, eagerly reads every Gothic novel she can lay her hands
on, and in her over-active imagination imagines that her real life is surrounded by murder and
villainy on every side. The truth turns out to be much more ordinary. Jane Austen is
providing a comical warning that too much Gothic fiction can be bad for you. The author even
gives a list of the Gothic novels that Catherine reads, with titles like “Horrid Mysteries”, “The
Midnight Bell”, and “The Castle of Wolfenbach”. For a long time it was believed that Jane
Austen had invented these titles, but recent scholarship has discovered that these longforgotten novels really did exist, and Jane Austen was making a direct comment on recently
published works
The Gothic style remained popular in certain sensational magazines and in the theatre. The early
Victorian age saw many plays about ghosts and spirits and ruined castles, and there was much skill
and ingenuity in creating ghostly effects on stage, with mirrors, smoke and reflections. But there
were no major Gothic novels until the very end of the century when Bram Stoker wrote a novel
called “Dracula”.

Nosferatu, 1922. - The first vampire film (which was an illegal version of Bram Stoker’ “Dracula” )
Since that time there have been hundreds of vampire films!
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What are the main elements of a “Gothic Novel”?
“The Castle of Otranto” contains nearly all of the ingredients needed to make a “Gothic novel”.
These include:
An old castle . The story takes place in an old castle, often with secret passages, trap doors,
secret rooms, and hidden staircases.
Mountains or caves. The castle is usually at the top of a mountain, or on top of some
caves. It is always difficult to get in or out of this castle.
Mystery and suspense. The story is full of mystery, a dark frightening feeling, things we
don’t know, things we don’t understand.
Ghosts, visions, omens, dreams, or curses that have passed down in the family.
Supernatural events, suits of armour or paintings that come to life.
People suffering from anger, sorrow, surprise, and especially, terror. Women in distress,
fainting, sobbing.
A powerful male tyrant - a king, a lord of the castle, a man who behaves wickedly to a
woman.
Symbols of gloom and horror. (This is called “Metonymy” – see notes below.)
(Pronounced: Met – on – ee – mee)
Metonymy is when you use something (like rain) to stand for something else (like sorrow). Films and
television use metonymy as a quick way of creating atmosphere - for example, very often in a
funeral scene it is raining; there will be a crash of thunder just as the murderer enters the room, etc.
The following metonymies for "doom and gloom" all suggest some element of mystery, danger, or
the supernatural:
Howling wind; rain; doors creaking as they open; footsteps approaching; clanking chains;
ghostly noises; a gust of wind blowing out the lights; wolves howling; thunder and lightning;
a door suddenly slamming shut; crazy laughter.

THE GOTHIC REVIVAL at the end of the 19th Century
At the very end of the 19th Century there was a revival of interest in
the Gothic Novel, chiefly due to one man, and one book.
BRAM STOKER (1847 – 1912)
He was born in Ireland, and worked for the Irish government, writing
newspaper articles and stories in his spare time. In 1878 he came to
London to work as manager for Sir Henry Irving—the most famous
English actor of that time. From the 1880s onwards he became one
of the most important theatre managers in London, but he continued to
write novels and stories as a relaxation.
He published seven novels and a two-volume biography of the actor,
Henry Irving. However, none of his novels had anything like the
success of “Dracula” (1897) which became the best-selling Gothic
novel of them all.

Bram Stoker
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Dracula (1897)
This is a vampire story. Count Dracula
from Transylvania is one of the
“undead”. He lives forever by drinking
the blood of other people. Once they
have been bitten by Dracula they, too,
become vampires. (By using the name
“Dracula” Bram Stoker has done a bad
thing for Romanian history but done a
good thing for Romanian tourism!)
The Gothic Novels of the 18th and 19th
Century and especially the success of
Bram Stoker’s “Dracula” had a great
influence on 20th Century cinema, with
its hundreds of “horror films”.
In 1922 the German Expressionist filmmaker, F.W.Murnau made a silent film
version of Bram Stoker’s “Dracula”,
giving it a new title “Nosferatu”.
However, he did this without permission
and Bram Stoker’s widow sued for
plagiarism and breach of copyright. She
won the case and the courts ordered all
copies of the film to be destroyed.
(Luckily for film historians one copy was

Is “Dracula” the most commercially successful English novel secretly saved and is now available of
ever written? It’s themes have been used in countless films, TV
DVD!)
series, marketing and tourist promotions !

In 1924 a properly authorised stage play version was created, and after huge success in London and
New York, this version was bought by Hollywood film-maker Carl Laemmle. The film, starring the
Hungarian actor, Bela Lugosi, opened in New York in 1931, where, according to newspaper
members of the audiences fainted in shock at the horror on screen. Within 48 hours of its opening at
New York's Roxy Theatre, it had sold 50,000 tickets and became one of the best-selling films of its
time.
Since then there have been more than 75 films made with the word “Dracula” in the title, and a
world-wide marketing and tourist icon created as a result of an English novel written in his spare
time by an English theatre manager.

