
A History Of English Romanticism In The
Nineteenth Century
The nineteenth century witnessed the rise and proliferation of Romanticism,
an artistic and literary movement that left an enduring mark on English
culture. Emerging as a reaction to the Enlightenment's emphasis on reason
and order, Romanticism celebrated emotion, imagination, and the power of
nature. This article delves into the rich history of English Romanticism,
exploring its origins, key figures, and profound impact on the literary and
artistic landscape of the time.

Origins and Influences

The seeds of English Romanticism can be traced back to the late
eighteenth century, with the works of poets such as William Blake and
Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Inspired by the ideas of the German
Enlightenment, these poets emphasized the importance of imagination and
emotion, challenging the rigid structures of neoclassicism.

The French Revolution also played a significant role in shaping Romantic
sensibility. The upheaval and violence of the revolution ignited a sense of
social and political unrest, leading to a rejection of established norms and a
desire for individual expression.
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Key Figures of English Romanticism

Several prominent figures emerged as the driving forces behind the
Romantic movement in England.

William Wordsworth: Known for his exquisite nature poetry,
Wordsworth believed in the transformative power of the natural world.
His work celebrated the beauty of the Lake District and its capacity to
inspire deep emotions.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge: A close collaborator with Wordsworth,
Coleridge was a renowned poet, critic, and philosopher. His "Kubla
Khan" remains one of the most famous and enigmatic Romantic
poems, showcasing the power of dreams and the subconscious.

Lord Byron: A charismatic and controversial figure, Byron became the
epitome of the Romantic hero. His poetry, filled with passion, rebellion,
and a Gothic sensibility, captivated the reading public.

Percy Bysshe Shelley: Often overshadowed by Byron, Shelley was a
brilliant poet who explored themes of idealism, revolution, and the
human condition. His work combined lyrical beauty with a strong social
conscience.
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John Keats: The youngest of the major Romantic poets, Keats was
known for his intense sensualism and love of beauty. His poems
celebrated the beauty of nature and the ephemeral nature of human
life.

Characteristics and Themes

English Romanticism was characterized by several defining features and
themes:

Emphasis on Emotion and Subjectivity: Romantics rejected the
Enlightenment's emphasis on reason and objectivity. They believed
that true knowledge and experience came from the heart and the
individual's unique perspective.

Celebration of Nature: The natural world played a central role in
Romantic literature and art. Romantics saw nature as a source of
inspiration, wonder, and spiritual connection.

Imagination and the Supernatural: Romanticism glorified the power
of imagination as a tool for transcending reality. The supernatural and
the fantastic were often incorporated into Romantic works to explore
the depths of the human mind.

Individualism and Revolt: Romantics celebrated the individual and
their capacity for self-expression. They defied social conventions and
embraced non-conformity and rebellion.

Gothic Influence: The Gothic aesthetic, characterized by its
exploration of the dark, the mysterious, and the sublime, had a
significant influence on Romantic literature and art.



Literary and Artistic Manifestations

English Romanticism found expression in various literary and artistic forms:

Poetry: The Romantic poets, such as Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron,
Shelley, and Keats, created a vast body of lyrical and narrative works
that explored the full range of human emotions and celebrated the
power of nature and imagination.

Novels: Romantic novelists, such as Mary Shelley ("Frankenstein")
and Jane Austen ("Pride and Prejudice"),explored the complexities of
human nature, society, and the search for meaning.

Painting: Romantic painters, such as J.M.W. Turner and John
Constable, captured the grandeur and beauty of the natural world,
often using evocative colors and dramatic lighting.

Music: Romantic composers, such as Ludwig van Beethoven and
Franz Schubert, created music that expressed intense emotions,
explored the supernatural, and celebrated the power of nature.

Legacy and Influence

The legacy of English Romanticism is vast and enduring. The movement's
emphasis on emotion, imagination, and the individual continue to resonate
in literature, art, and popular culture today.

Romanticism in Later Literature and Art: Romantic themes and
aesthetics have influenced countless subsequent literary and artistic
movements, from Victorian literature to modernism and beyond.

Impact on Social and Political Thought: Romanticism's celebration
of individualism and revolt also had a profound impact on social and



political thought, fostering a spirit of liberalism and democratic ideals.

The Romantic Aesthetic in Popular Culture: Elements of the
Romantic aesthetic, such as the love of nature, the exploration of the
supernatural, and the emphasis on emotional intensity, can be found in
various forms of popular culture today, from film to television to music.

The history of English Romanticism is a testament to the enduring power of
imagination, emotion, and the natural world. The movement's key figures,
characteristics, and themes have left an indelible mark on the cultural
landscape of the nineteenth century and beyond. As we continue to explore
the depths of human experience and the beauty of the natural world, the
legacy of English Romanticism will continue to inspire and resonate in
countless hearts and minds.
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