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Notes
What is a literary classic and why are these classic works important to the world?

A literary classic is a work of the highest excellence that has something important to say about life and/or the
human condition and says it with great artistry. A classic, through its enduring presence, has withstood the test
of time and is not bound by time, place, or customs. It speaks to us today as forcefully as it spoke to people
one hundred or more years ago, and as forcefully as it will speak to people of future generations. For this
reason, a classic is said to have universality.

The eighteenth century was a time of revolution; the French Revolution, especially, was supposed to usher in
a new era of enlightenment, brotherhood, and individual freedom. The artistic movement that arose in Europe
in reaction to the events of this time is called Romanticism, and it is characterized by a stressing of emotion
and imagination, as opposed to the emphasis on classical forms that was important to previous artists. In
England, the major Romantic poets were Samuel Taylor Coleridge, William Blake, Percy Bysshe Shelley,
Lord Byron, William Wordsworth, and John Keats. These poets took up the revolutionary ideas of personal
and spiritual emancipation through language that is often bold and simple, like the speech of the common
people of England.

Romantic poetry frequently focuses on images of nature, which is viewed as a force that expresses sympathy
with human beings.. Romanticism also features supernatural events and includes melancholy settings, such as
deserted castles or monasteries on lonely hillsides.

A concern for human society also marks the early English Romantics. Blake describes a time when Albion
(England) will be free from oppression and injustice, and all men will enter into a new age and a new heaven
on earth. Wordsworth despises the ugliness of the expanding cities and urges a return to a spiritual home in
nature. Later Romantic poets, though, especially Keats, focus more on the intense emotions and deep
paradoxes of human existence.

Despite the variety of opinion and style within English Romantic poetry, one idea remains central to the
movement: Individual experience is the primary source of truth and knowledge. In fact, some recent scholars
have attributed the modern ideas of personality to the Romantic poets, whose focus on personal, emotional,
and subjective experience may have given rise to our notions of individuality.
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Reading Pointers for Sharper Insights
The Romantic Movement was a literary, artistic, and intellectual movement in the late 18th and early 19th
centuries. It began as a reaction against the rigid conventions—artistic, social, and political—of the
Enlightenment and asserted the power and the value of the individual.

Romanticism stressed strong emotion and the individual imagination as the ultimate critical and moral
authority. The Romantic poets, therefore, felt free to challenge traditional notions of form. They likewise
found themselves abandoning social conventions, particularly the privileges of the aristocracy, which they
believed to be detrimental to individual fulfillment.

Because Romanticism is, at its core, a rebellion against rigid standards of form, taste, and behavior, it is
difficult to establish a set of standards to define Romanticism. It is possible, however, to point out some
common motifs that offer an overview of what the Romantic poets believed and tried to accomplish in their
poetry.

The politics of the Romantics:

The Romantics were, for the most part, disheartened liberals.• 

The successful revolution of the American colonies against the oppressive British crown and the
developing revolution in France were exciting to the Romantics.

• 

Blake, Wordsworth, Byron, and Shelley all lost heart, however, because of the Reign of Terror in
France and the rise of Napoleon as the French Emperor.

• 

The Romantic focus on the imagination was a direct response to eighteenth-century rationalism.• 

The psychology of the Romantics:

The nature of experience: its duality and fleeting quality were of great interest to the Romantics.
Notice Blake's contrast between Innocence and Experience, the role of memory in Wordsworth's
work, Shelley's lamenting the passing of an experience, and Keats' assertion that the imagined
experience is better than the actual, in that it will never end.

• 

Beauty was to be found in Nature, not in man-made objects or concepts.• 

The Romantics sought solitude in Nature, believing that the key to all emotional healing could be
found in Nature.

• 

Nature imagery is the most predominant feature of Romantic literature.• 
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The concept of a pantheistic Nature (God exists in all things) became almost a religion for
Wordsworth, Shelley, and Keats.

• 

In the “religion” of the Romantics, virtue was exemplified by being true to one's nature while “sin”
occurred when denying one's own nature or forcing someone else to conform to a foreign code of
principles or behavior (in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, Blake wrote: “One law for the Lion and
Ox is oppression”).

• 

The Romantic Sense of Beauty

While the literature of the Enlightenment focused on the hero and the high-ranking socialite, the
Romantics celebrated the commoner, the laborer, and the “underprivileged.”

• 

Eighteenth-century esthetics had favored the highly ornate and artificial (as epitomized by Baroque
music and architecture), but the Romantics strove to emphasize beauty in simplicity and plainness.

• 

The Byronic Hero

Taking into consideration the personal traits the Romantics found most admirable—passionate conviction,
absolute individualism and independence, a disregard for restrictive authority and the outmoded or unjust laws
it represents—it follows that the Romantic notion of the hero would be just such a person. Byron's most
famous characters, Manfred, Childe Harold, and Don Juan, typify this type of hero, as did Byron himself.
Thus, the Romantic hero came to be known as the Byronic Hero.
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John Keats
A thing of beauty is a joy forever:
Its loveliness increases; it will never

Pass into nothingness.

—John Keats
Endymion

John Keats was born in London on October 31, 1795, to a prosperous livery-stable manager. John was the
oldest of five children (one died in infancy), who remained deeply devoted to each other. Only a few months
after their father died of a fractured skull in 1804, Keats' mother remarried. Almost as quickly, she left her
second husband and the prosperous business she had inherited from Keats' father. She moved with the
children to live with her mother at Edmonton, near London, however, she died of tuberculosis in 1810,
leaving the children in the care of their grandmother.

At school, Keats and his brothers were popular. Keats read widely and avidly. His first poem, “Lines in
Imitation of Spenser,” was written in 1814. In that year, he moved to London and resumed his surgical studies
in 1815 as a student at Guy's hospital. Before leaving his medical career to devote himself exclusively to his
poetry, Keats also worked as a dresser and junior house surgeon. While in London, he met Leigh Hunt, the
editor of The Examiner, who introduced him to other young Romantic poets, including Shelley. Keats' poem,
“O Solitude,” appeared in The Examiner.

Keats' first book, Poems, was published in 1817. “Endymion,” his first long poem, appeared when he was 21.
Keats' greatest works were written in the late 1810s: “Lamia,” “The Eve of St. Agnes,” and the great odes:
“Ode to a Nightingale,” “Ode To Autumn,” and “Ode on a Grecian Urn.” For a short time, he wrote for The
Champion as a theatrical critic.

Keats spent three months in 1818 caring for his brother Tom, who was dying of tuberculosis. Tom died in
December.

In 1820, the second volume of Keats' poems was published to considerable critical acclaim. Keats had,
however, already diagnosed his own tuberculosis, and his poems reflect his deep sorrow at being unable to
marry Fanny Brawne, the woman he loved.

Percy Shelley invited Keats to join him at Pisa, in Italy, but Keats went to Rome instead, believing the climate
would be good for his health; he died in Rome on February 23, 1821 at the age of 25.

Keats had already dictated the epitaph he wanted carved on his headstone: “Here lies one whose name was
writ in water.”
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Ode to a Nightingale
My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains
My sense, as though of hemlock I had drunk,
Or emptied some dull opiate to the drains
One minute past, and Lethe-wards had sunk:
'Tis not through envy of thy happy lot,
But being too happy in thine happiness—
That thou, light-wingéd Dryad of the trees,
In some melodious plot
Of beechen green, and shadows numberless,
Singest of summer in full-throated ease.

O, for a draught of vintage! that hath been
Cool'd a long age in the deep-delvéd earth,
Tasting of Flora and the country green,
Dance, and Provencal song, and sunburnt mirth!
O for a beaker full of the warm south,
Full of the true, the blushful Hippocrene,
With beaded bubbles winking at the brim,
And purple-stainèd mouth;
That I might drink, and leave the world unseen,
And with thee fade away into the forest dim—

Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget
What thou among the leaves hast never known,
The weariness, the fever, and the fret
Here, where men sit and hear each other groan;
Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs,
Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies;
Where but to think is to be full of sorrow
And leaden-eyed despairs,
Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes,
Or new Love pine at them beyond to-morrow.

Away! away! for I will fly to thee,
Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards,
But on the viewless wings of Poesy,
Though the dull brain perplexes and retards.
Already with thee! tender is the night,
And haply the Queen-Moon is on her throne,
Cluster'd around by all her starry Fays;
But here there is no light,
Save what from heaven is with the breezes blown
Through verdurous glooms and winding mossy ways.

I cannot see what flowers are at my feet,
Nor what soft incense hangs upon the boughs,
But, in embalmèd darkness, guess each sweet
Wherewith the seasonable month endows
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The grass, the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild;
White hawthorn, and the pastoral eglantine;
Fast fading violets cover'd up in leaves;
And mid-May's eldest child,
The coming musk-rose, full of dewy wine,
The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves.

Darkling I listen; and, for many a time
I have been half in love with easeful Death,
Call'd him soft names in many a musèd rhyme,
To take into the air my quiet breath;
Now more than ever seems it rich to die,
To cease upon the midnight with no pain,
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad
In such an ecstasy!
Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain—
To thy high requiem become a sod.

Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird!
No hungry generations tread thee down;
The voice I hear this passing night was heard
In ancient days by emperor and clown:
Perhaps the self-same song that found a path
Through the sad heart of Ruth, when, sick for home,
She stood in tears amid the alien corn;
The same that oft-times hath
Charm'd magic casements, opening on the foam
Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn.

Forlorn! the very word is like a bell
To toll me back from thee to my sole self!
Adieu! the fancy cannot cheat so well
As she is fam'd to do, deceiving elf.
Adieu! adieu! thy plaintive anthem fades
Past the near meadows, over the still stream,
Up the hill-side; and now 'tis buried deep
In the next valley-glades:
Was it a vision, or a waking dream?
Fled is that music—Do I wake or sleep?
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