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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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Percy Bysshe Shelley
“Our sweetest songs are those that tell of saddest thought.”

– Percy Bysshe Shelley

“To a Skylark”

Percy Bysshe Shelley was born on August 4, 1792, near Horsham in Sussex, England, into an aristocratic
family. His father was Timothy Shelley, a Sussex squire and a member of Parliament.

In 1810, Shelley entered the Oxford University College only to be expelled the next year for publishing a
pamphlet entitled “The Necessity of Atheism,” which he wrote with Thomas Jefferson Hogg. After his
expulsion, Shelley eloped with Harriet Westbrook, the 16-year-old daughter of a London tavern owner. The
scandal of his son's marrying such an inappropriate bride under such questionable circumstances caused
Shelley's father to withdraw Shelley's inheritance and replace it with a small allowance. Shelley and Harriet
spent the next two years traveling throughout England and Ireland, speaking out for their causes; however,
they separated soon afterwards. In 1813, Shelley published his first important poem, Queen Mab.

In 1814, Shelley met and eloped with Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, the daughter of the philosopher and
anarchist William Godwin and the deceased feminist Mary Wollstonecraft.

After their return to London, Shelley inherited an annual income from his grandfather's will, and Shelley
married Mary Wollstonecraft.

The Shelleys spent the summer of 1816 with Lord Byron at Lake Geneva, where Shelley composed the
“Hymn To Intellectual Beauty” and “Mont Blanc.” It was during this time that Mary began writing the story
that would become her famous Frankenstein.

Shelley published “Ozymandias” in 1818. In the spring of 1821, he wrote Adonais for John Keats, who had
died in Rome, and whom he admired. The pastoral elegy was first published in July 1821.

In 1822, the Shelley household moved to the Bay of Lerici in Italy. To welcome his visiting friend Leigh
Hunt, he sailed to Leghorn (Livorno). During a storm on the return voyage, his small schooner sank, and
Shelley drowned, along with Edward Williams, on July 8, 1822. The bodies washed ashore at Viareggio,
where they were burned on the beach. Leigh Hunt and Lord Byron witnessed the cremation. Shelley was later
buried in Rome.
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Ode to the West Wind
1

O wild West Wind, thou breath of Autumn's being,
Thou, from whose unseen presence the leaves dead
Are driven, like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing,

Yellow, and black, and pale, and hectic red,
Pestilence-stricken multitudes: O thou,
Who chariotest to their dark wintry bed

The winged seeds, where they lie cold and low,
Each like a corpse within its grave, until
Thine azure sister of the Spring shall blow

Her clarion o'er the dreaming earth, and fill
(Driving sweet buds like flocks to feed in air)
With living hues and odours plain and hill:

Wild Spirit, which art moving everywhere;
Destroyer and preserver; hear, oh, hear!

2

Thou on whose stream, 'mid the steep sky's commotion,
Loose clouds like earth's decaying leaves are shed,
Shook from the tangled boughs of Heaven and Ocean,

Angels of rain and lightning: there are spread
On the blue surface of thine aery surge,
Like the bright hair uplifted from the head

Of some fierce Mænad, even from the dim verge
Of the horizon to the zenith's height,
The locks of the approaching storm. Thou Dirge

Of the dying year, to which this closing night
Will be the dome of a vast sepulchre,
Vaulted with all thy congregated might

Of vapours, from whose solid atmosphere
Black rain, and fire, and hail will burst: oh, hear!

3

Thou who didst waken from his summer dreams
The blue Mediterranean, where he lay,
Lulled by the coil of his crystalline streams,
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Beside a pumice isle in Baiae's bay,
And saw in sleep old palaces and towers
Quivering within the wave's intenser day,

All overgrown with azure moss and flowers
So sweet, the sense faints picturing them! Thou
For whose path the Atlantic's level powers

Cleave themselves into chasms, while far below
The sea-blooms and the oozy woods which wear
The sapless foliage of the ocean, know

Thy voice, and suddenly grow gray with fear,
And tremble and despoil themselves: oh, hear!

4

If I were a dead leaf thou mightest bear;
If I were a swift cloud to fly with thee;
A wave to pant beneath thy power, and share

The impulse of thy strength, only less free
Than thou, O uncontrollable! If even
I were as in my boyhood, and could be

The comrade of thy wanderings over Heaven,
As then, when to outstrip thy skiey speed
Scarce seemed a vision; I would ne'er have striven

As thus with thee in prayer in my sore need.
Oh, lift me as a wave, a leaf, a cloud!
I fall upon the thorns of life! I bleed!

A heavy weight of hours has chained and bowed
One too like thee: tameless, and swift, and proud.

5

Make me thy lyre, even as the forest is:
What if my leaves are falling like its own!
The tumult of thy mighty harmonies

Will take from both a deep, autumnal tone,
Sweet though in sadness. Be thou, Spirit fierce,
My spirit! Be thou me, impetuous one!

Drive my dead thoughts over the universe
Like withered leaves to quicken a new birth!
And, by the incantation of this verse,
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Scatter, as from an unextinguished hearth
Ashes and sparks, my words among mankind!
Be through my lips to unawakened earth

The trumpet of a prophecy! O, Wind,
If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind?
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