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Summary


The concept of Romanticism has undergone a complete reinvigoration in recent literary history. This is because new ideas and perspectives have made it possible to include additional cultural theory to the canon of works which has called for complete alteration of emphasis placed on traditional values related to the concept. In the following, I argue for a dialectical approach that is able to accommodate new information as part of the Romantic framework. This is important because past studies on the subject have deliberately sought to define the concept based on a presupposed canon of works. Such an orderly and narrow approach can only represent fragments of the past because it does not take into account the surrounding cultural context and is not open to new information that might call for a change of emphasis. The Romantic period is precisely characterised by sharp cultural conflict and vast differences between the Romantic writers so it is fragmentary to define the concept based solely on their similarities.


In a dialectical approach, opposing artists to the Romantic position will instead of being pushed outside the framework take the form of an antithesis. This process creates a philosophical forum. In the forum, the thesis of the traditional conception of truth and its antithesis generate a synthesis. Every new piece of information provided by literary historians and critics either contributes to the dynamic of the framework or expands it. This is because information on canonical writers contributes to the overall knowledge of their position within the framework in relation to the other writers. Information on new writers or genres might also provide cause for including it in the literary canon and thus it provides cause for change in the general consensus of the concept. A dialectical approach to the study of literary history is therefore very important because it steps beyond the limitations of theoretical forms and thus provides a much more rounded representation of the past which ultimately affects many areas of literary and cultural theory.


The paper consists of four chapters. In the first chapter, I discuss the renowned scholar Jerome McGann’s essay “Rethinking Romanticism” from 1996 in which he argues for the possibilities of a rethinking of the concept. I analyse and compare it to the orderly approach offered by the literary intellectual René Wellek in 1949 from his famous work “The Concept of Romanticism in Literary History”. On the background of an examination on the evolution of the concept of Romanticism I argue that McGann’s approach offers a more plausible representation of the past than Wellek’s theory because it is built on a free idea of the concept and thus it can accommodate a much broader synthesis.


In Chapters 2 and 3, I analyse and compare two of the arguably greatest and most influential epics of the time, William Wordsworth’s The Prelude and Lord Byron’s Don Juan. Wellek argues that a specific perspective on the three central elements of imagination, nature and symbol makes up the core of the concept. In this light, Wellek’s synthesis solely accommodates the ideology of the Lake Poets while the ideologies of other writers which do not share the same ideas such as Byron’s ideology are pushed to the periphery of the framework. However in a dialectical framework, the ideology of Byron takes the form of an antithesis to the Romantic position and thus the ideologies of Wordsworth and Byron generate a synthesis within a larger philosophical forum.


Chapter 4 discusses in which direction the expanding framework is headed. As the dialectical framework is expanding, it opens up for additional cultural theory to be included in Romantic literary research. New areas of canonicity are therefore explored which results in the inclusion of additional contexts, genres, themes and writers as parts of the Romantic canon. In this context, I argue that the inclusion of feministic and gender-based theory especially challenge the traditionally male dominated canon of works. I focus on the life and works of the famous actress and poet Mary Robinson. I analyse and discuss her original poems “January 1795”, “Winkfield Plain” and “The Haunted Beach” as well as her poetic exchange with Samuel Taylor Coleridge which resulted in such remarkable poems such as “Ode, Inscribed to the Infant Son of ST Coleridge” and “Mrs. Robinson to the poet Coleridge”. Her original poetic contributions and her active involvement with the Lake Poets during the literary revolution mean that she has earned her place as a Romantic poet within the framework of Romanticism.




A Plausible Perspective


This is a paper that focuses on past and present literary history. It discusses the fundamental problems that arise when solely thinking in terms of classifications. It furthermore provides an alternative to this line of thinking. It discusses a way to step beyond the limitations of theoretical forms. These forms are understandable however, since human beings are accustomed to thinking in categories and classifications. They serve many practical purposes, not least within the realm of literary history. Literary classifications have proven useful to get an overview of certain subjects in order to further the understanding of works of a specific time and thereby expand the platform for further study. The literary scholar David Perkins discusses in his work Is Literary History Possible? from 1992, whether literary history as a discipline can represent the past with acceptable clarity. The answer is that it cannot, but it is equally evident that it is a necessary discipline. It is necessary to visualise the past because it helps shape the cultural mentality of the present. He explains that the discipline of literary history became intellectually profound in the eighteenth century and is founded on the ideas of many major modes of literary and cultural theory. By the time of the nineteenth century literary history was classified by three fundamental assumptions: “that literary works are formed by their historical context; that change in literature takes place developmentally; and that this change is the unfolding of an idea, principle, or suprapersonal entity” (Perkins, p. 1-2) This orderly viewpoint has then proved incomplete because for postmodern literary historians this constructed line of thinking can only represent incoherent fragments of the past, and thus does not offer a plausible perspective. It is such a plausible perspective that this paper aims to present. It seeks to present a perspective that places a wider frame in its representation of the past and thus present a more rounded conception of truth.


My aim is to look beyond the literary framework and further the understanding of the development of a dialectical philology that is not bound by its theoretical forms. This is further explained by the renowned American scholar Jerome McGann who states that the theory is not to be viewed as a conceptual structure, but instead as a “set of investigative practices, and a set of practices that play themselves out under a horizon of falsiability” (McGann, p. 165). This theory is important because it aims to develop the study of literary history to go beyond the labelling of literary classifications. It will instead base further study on ideas that are free of any empirical basis with a focus on the dynamic internal relationships and cultural differences of literary movements rather than simply focus on the similarities of a presupposed canon of works. The objective is then to create a consensus of a “current world-historical perspective” (McGann, p. 166) that will allow for radical and alternative study and changes of emphases in literary critique.


This dialectical philology bases itself on Hegel’s formulation of the dialectic. When a theorist pursues a claim of truth, he produces a thesis. This is then countered by another writer who produces an argument to rival the current thesis. This counter-argument then generates its antithesis. The thesis and the antithesis then produce a discourse of philosophical argument. This contradictory process then produces a more rounded viewpoint of both sides within a larger framework. It produces a synthesis. This viewpoint is then countered by another antithesis which goes into the framework and broadens the synthesis. I will align this process with the writings of the Romantic Movement. This is because through the twentieth century the synthesis of the ideologies of the Lake School poets has been central to the dominant literary historical perspective of the Romantic period. This is while its antithesis has been moved to the periphery of literary theory. This is apparent since a literary perspective that generalises the concept based on a presupposed set of criteria is too narrow to fit a broader synthesis.


I will therefore argue for an understanding of Romanticism that can accommodate not only a broader synthesis, but an infinitely expanding synthesis of the concept. I will argue that there is no ideology that stands as central to the understanding of the concept. There are however, multiple ideologies that stand as equally contributing to the dynamic of a constantly expanding framework. I will analyse the ideology of the arguably greatest poet of the age William Wordsworth and his masterpiece The Prelude with a focus on the poet’s attitude towards the normative Romantic elements of nature, imagination, symbolism and mythology. I will hereafter, with the same focus, discuss the ideology of the brilliant poet Lord Byron and his ironic epic Don Juan in relation to, and as a counterpart to, the ideology of Wordsworth. As the ideology of Wordsworth has had a central standing in literary theory throughout the twentieth century, his work will function as the thesis while the ideology of Byron will be his antithesis. I will thus argue how both ideologies function as a side of the same coin within the framework making up a synthesis. This synthesis functions within an infinitely expanding framework that widens with every new piece of information that contributes to a deeper understanding of the dynamic of the synthesis. It similarly expands with information on additional ideologies that provide counter arguments to function within the framework. This discussion will then culminate into a question. I have determined that the concept is expanding, but in which direction? In the more empirical perspective, the canon of works consists solely on the poetry of six male poets, but within the framework of this conception there is space for a wider range of literature. This includes additional genres, works and writers. I will in this case focus on the inclusion of women poets with a primary emphasis on the placement of the ideology of Mary Robinson within the literary framework of Romanticism.





Chapter 1


The Evolution of the Concept of


Romanticism


As the focus on the internecine nature of literary periods is essential to understand the dynamic landscape of the literary scene, the focus of this paper will be on the Romantic Movement, as it is a powerful example of a literary scene characterised by sharp cultural conflict and historical differences. The case of the meaning of Romanticism as a concept has gathered much attention in recent times because the classic definitions of the concept seem to be too immobile to alterations of canon when provided with evidence for the need to do so. Jerome McGann called for a radical rethinking of the concept in 1996 in his renowned essay “Rethinking Romanticism” where he argues that the known generalisation of the concept based on a presupposed canon that already anticipates the core of the phenomenon does not accommodate fully the vast array of possibilities that truly lies within the meaning of the word. This line of thought, has in recent decades opened up for a debate on a more open meaning of the concept, as the literary critic Seamus Perry has mentioned “The difficulty is not just knowing what it really means, but knowing even how to go about deciding what it really means” (Perry, ‘A Companion to Romanticism’, p. 3). The dominant perspective until recent times has been the mentioned generalisation of the concept where one presupposes a canon through a return to the already known Romantics and then one defines a concept based on their similarities. What McGann here suggests with his radical rethinking, is to no longer try to define the period, but instead to explore and map the endless possibilities of the concept.


In order to open up for the possibility of such an exploration, Perry clarifies that one needs to resign one’s claims of history and start a new without the boundaries of a presupposed canon, and instead “begin with a pure concept of ‘Romanticism’, a Platonic Idea, quite free of any empirical basis, and then let that concept determine your choice of canonical texts” (Perry, p. 3). In this way, the Romantic canon is no longer fixed on the works of an already anticipated set of known authors, but it is open to gradual development when presented with new evidence which calls for a change in emphases or an expansion of canon, as Perry also believes to be an important focus point “The canon of works may always be changed, with new works added, or emphases changed, for all kinds of reasons (we should not expect a general rule there); and the new evidence offered by the reformed canon will, in turn, alter the concept subsuming that canon; and vice versa” (Perry, p. 4). There is therefore an interest in a rethinking of the concept, as the concept of Romanticism needs to be able to accommodate a mutable canon of works.


Jerome McGann’s essay is, along with being a call for a rethinking of the concept, a critique of the comparative literary critic Rene Wellek’s notion from 1949 of a unified concept of Romanticism based on the similarities of the poets across the borders of Europe. In his essay “The Concept of Romanticism in Literary History” Wellek convincingly attempts to define Romanticism based on three central criteria, which he believed the Romantic canon of works have in common across Europe “imagination for the view of poetry, nature for the view of the world, and symbol and myth for poetic style” (Wellek, p. 193). He places his focus on English Romanticism and goes on to describe in detail the outlook of the English Romantic poets within the elements of nature, imagination and symbol with the purpose of convincing the reader that the common traits of the poets are similar enough within these three criteria that one can define the very concept of Romanticism as one European movement. He does acknowledge differences “between various romantic movements, differences of emphasis and distribution of elements, differences in the pace of development, in the individualities of the great writers” (Wellek, p. 204), but even with these vast differences he believes the romantic views of nature, imagination and symbol to be coherent and mutual enough to create a complete definition of the concept.
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