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WELCOME

Dear Distance Learner

ENG 202 Poetry-II covers a wide range of poets in between
Pre-Romantic Period uptil Post-Romantic Period and includes the widely known
‘The Romantic Age’. The syllabus as per University of Jammu for the said
course includes the major Poets of this era like William Blake, William
Wordsworth, S.T. Coleridge, John Keats, P.B.Shelley, Robert Browning, GM
Hopkins and Christina Rossetti.

Literary trends of this era unlike your previous Semester POETRY-I
will reflect Subjective Poetry with touch of more personal feelings. Few of
these poets, I am sure, you are all familiar with, but lets not be in false notion
that this syllabus is easy, so therefore I suggest all to attend the twenty days
Personal Contact Program.

We at the Directorate have tried to cover the syllabus from all perspective
in this Study Material and have been extended helped in this endeavour by
expert lesson writer. Nontheless, it is advised to all the Distance Learners to
make good use of the Directorate Library and most importantly to submit your
Internal Assessment Assignments before the last date.

Dr. Jasleen Kaur
Assistant Professor
Teacher In-charge
P.G. English

(M)



SYLLABUS

Course Code : ENG 222 Duration of Examination : 3 hrs
Title of the Course : Poetry-11I Total Marks : 100
Credits : 6 (a) Semester Examination-80

(b) Sessional Assessment-20
Detailed Syllabus for the examinations to be held in may 2024, 2025, 2026

Objective of the Course : The objective of the course is to make the students
study the 19" Century British Poetry in detail. The students will study the
poets in the light of rise of Romanticism and its continuation in the Victorian
and Pre-Raphaelite Poetry. The purpose of the course is also to acquaint the
students with multifarious forms that emerged in reaction to the sociological

developments of the period.

Texts Prescribed (For Detailed Study)

Unit-I

Literary and Intellectual background of poetry from the pre-romantic to the

Pre-Raphaelite poets.

Unit-11

William Blake : Selections from the Marriage of Heaven and Hell
(by F W Bateson)

Unit-I11

William Wordsworth : “Resolution and Independence”

“French Revolution”

(i)



Coleridge :

Unit-1V
John Keats :

Unit-V
P.B. Shelley :

Unit-VI

Matthew Arnold :

Gerard Manely Hopkins :

Christina Rossetti:

“Kubla Khan”
“Dejection : An Ode”
“Frost at Midnight”

“On looking at Chapman’s Homer”
“Ode On Melancholy”

“Ode To a Nightingale”

“On a Grecian Urn”

“Hyperion”

“Prometheous Unbound”

“Bacchanalia”

“God’s Grandeur”
“Pied Beauty”
“The Wind Hover”

“The Goblin Market”

(ii)



MODE OF EXAMINATION
The paper will be divided into sections A, B and C.

Section A Multiple Choice Questions M.M = 80

Q. No. 1 will be an objective type question covering the entire syllabus. Twelve
objectives two from each unit, with four options each will be set and the
candidate will be required to write the correct option and not specify by

putting a tick mark. Any Ten out of Twelve are to be attempted
Each objective will be for one mark. (10x1=10)
Section B Short answer questions

Q. No. 2 comprises short answer type questions covering the entire syllabus.
Four questions will be set and the candidate will be required to attempt any
two questions in 80-100 words. Each answer will be evaluated for 5 marks.

(5%x2=10)
Section C Long answer questions

Q.No.3 comprises Long answer type questions covering the entire syllabus.
Six questions one from each unit, will be set and the candidate will be required
to attempt any five questions in 300-350 words. Each answer will be evaluated
for 12 marks. (5%12=60)

Suggested Reading :

1. Mark Sandy : Twentieth and Twenty-first Century Keats
Criticism Literature Compass 3 (6) : 1320-1333/

2. James O’ Rourke : Keat’s “Odes” and Contemporary Criticism.

3. Stephen Gill . Wordsworth and the Victorians.

4. J. Robert Barth : The Symbolic Imagination : Coleridge and the

Romantic Tradition Critical Tradition. (Studies

in Religion & Literature).

(iv)
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10.
1.
12.
13.

14.

15.

Graham Hough
John Hollowway
G. M. Young
M.H. Abrama

Kenneth Niel

Cameron

Alasdair Clayre (ed):

Lillian R. Frust
R.W. Harris
D.G. James

Prickrit

H.L. Sussman

: The Last Romantics.

: The Victorian Sage : Studies in Arguments.

Victorian England : Portrait of an Age.

: The Mirror and the Lamp : Romantics Theory

and the Critical Tradition.

: Romantic Rebels : Essays on Shelly and his Circle.

Nature and Industrialization : An Anthology

: Romanticism in Perspective.
: Romanticism and the Social Order 1780-1830.
: Mathew Arnold and the Decline of English

Romanticism.

: Romanticism and Religion. The Tradition of

Coleridge and Wordsworth in the Victorian Church.

Victorians and the Machine : The Literary
Response to Technology.
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M.A. ENGLISH : SEMESTER II

COURSE CODE : ENG 222 LESSON No. 1
POETRY-II LITERARY AND INTELLECTUAL UNIT-I

BACKGROUND OF POETRY FROM THE
PRE-ROMANTIC TO THE PRE-RAPHAELITE POETS

Pre-Romantic Poetry

STRUCTURE

1.1  Introduction

1.2 Objectives

1.3 Major Poets of Pre-Romantic Period

1.4
1.5

1.6
1.7
1.8
1.9

1.3.1  William Cowper
1.3.2  George Crabbe
1.3.3  William Blake
1.3.4  Robert Burns
Minor Poets

Women Poets

1.5.1  Anna Letita Barbauld
1.5.2  Felicia Hemans
Let Us Sum Up
Self-Assessment Questions
Multiple Choice Questions

Examination Oriented Questions
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1.10 Answer Key
1.11 Suggested Reading

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Towards the end of the Neo-classical period, opposition to Pope’s school
of poetry was more or less steadily growing. The writers’ interest in Nature and
in the romantic past marked this opposition. Dr. Johnson’s forceful personality
held the new tendencies in check for the time, but signs of the change became
more and more pronounced as the century advanced to its close. In the last
quarter of the century, four poets, each, in his own way, heralded the opening
of the second romantic age in English literature. These were Cowper, Crabbe,
Blake and Burns.

1.2 OBJECTIVES
The objective of this lesson is:
e To give the learners an insight to the pre-romantic poetry.
e To familiarize the learners with the major poets and their works.
e To acquaint the learners with the women writers of the age.
1.3 MAJOR POETS OF PRE-ROMANTIC PERIOD
1.3.1 William Cowper

William Cowper (1731-1800), one of the most-loveable of English poets,
came of a good aristocratic family. He was educated at Westminster school
whence he went to study law and was called to Bar. His family influence was
great, but his prospects in Government service were marred by constitutional
morbidity which developed into suicidal mania. Though a couple of years in a
lunatic asylum cured him, the blight of melancholy hovered over him all his life.
He had to leave London and retire into the country where he passed the rest

of his life in the care and company of friends. Most devoted of whom, Mrs.
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Mary Unwin, the widow of a clergyman, he celebrated in the sentimental verses
“To Mary”. It was at her suggestion that he wrote the eight satires - Table
Talk, The Progress of Error, Truth, Expostulation, Hope, Charity,
Conversation and Retirement — all in heroic couplets, which together with
some shorter poems appeared in 1782. The shorter poems of this volume
included the well known Boadicea and Verses supposed to be written by
Alexander Selkirk. Another woman, Lady Austen, suggested the “sofa” in his
room as the subject for his next work by way of diversion for the melancholy
poet, and the result was The Task in blank verse, one of the most companionable
of poems in English language. The same lady told him the story of the London
linen-draper immortalised in the ballad of John Gilpin. The volume containing
these two as well as Tirocinium, a forceful attack on public schools of the day,
appeared in 1785. After this date he produced a translation of Homer, which
is dull though dignified, and a number of shorter poems which appeared after
his death. These include the famous On the Loss of the Royal George, and To
Mary. His last poem, The Castaway, a cry of utter despair was written shortly
before his death. Later editions of his poems contained the tender On the
Receipt of My Mother's Picture. His close association with Mary Unwin came
to an end with her death in 1796. Thereafter the poet lingered in physical and

mental misery from which he was released by death in 1800.

Every schoolboy essay on country life contains Cowper’s line from
The Task: “God made the country and man made the town.” Cowper comes
nearer to Wordsworth even than Thomson in his love of Nature, but he weaves
no theory or religion about it. He expresses his simple gratitude for the healing

influences on Nature on his troubled spirit:

The tide of life, swift always in its course,
May run in cities with a brisker force,
But nowhere with a current so serene,

Or half so clear, as in the rural scene.



Cowper, a Calvinist, was deeply religious in the true sense as is shown

by his generous sympathies with the meanest of God’s creatures:

I would not enter on my list of friends

(Though graced with polished manners and fine sense

Yet wanting sensibility) the man

Who needlessly sets foot upon a worm,

I would not have a slave to till my ground,
To carry me, to fan me when [ sleep,

And tremble when I wake, for all the wealth

That sinews bought and sold have ever earn’d.

Cowper’s concern for India — India that had been trampled by Warren

Hastings and other empire builders — is touchingly shown in these lines:

Is India free? And does she wear her plumed
And jewelled turban with a smile of peace,

Or do we grind her still?

Cowper’s satires are a far cry from Pope’s. In fact there are so many
didactic poems containing gentle admonitions not unmixed with playful humour

and occasional wit —

The solemn fop; significant and budge;
A fool with judges, amongst fools a judge.
His wit invites you by his looks to come.

But when you knock, it never is at home, (Conversation)

How much a dunce that has been sent to roam

Excels a dunce that has been kept at home. (The Progress of Error)

Absence of occupation is not rest,

A mind quite vacant is mind distress’d  (Retirement)



He was too gentle for satire. It is in The Task that the real poetic quality
of Cowper is shown to the best advantage. He is, however, best known by his
shorter poems which are familiar to us in school anthologies. They are the
instinctive and spontaneous effusions of a real poet. Their simplicity, naturalness
and easy grace constitute their perennial charm. Only those who have never
known a mother’s affection can charge Cowper with sentimentality in the poem
on his mother’s picture. The charge may be justified to some extent in regard
to the poem on Mary, but even here it must be remembered that Cowper and
Mary were at one time engaged to be married and that the union was prevented
only the recurrence of the poet’s malady. In fact, the sad circumstances of the

poet’s life should always be remembered in judging his works.

Historically Cowper was no innovator or revolutionary in poetry.

Though it was he who said that Pope —

Made poetry a mere mechanic art,

And every warbler has his tune by heart.

Yet he did not disdain to write in couplets, however, rugged and enjambed
he deliberately made them. Even his style which is simpler and more natural
than that of Pope and his school is not entirely free from its generalising tendency
and set poetic diction. It is only in regard to his love of the country and his
humanitarianism that he can be said to be looking forward to the romantics.
Odd mixture of old and new as he was, he inclined, on the whole, rather to the
old than to the new. Judged by bulk, range, and poetic quality Cowper belongs
to the great English poets of the second order.

Cowper is known today mainly for The Task. A deeply contemplative
poet, Cowper structures his poem around the seasons. He also provides some
extremely fine portraits of nature, and argues that nature is evidence of God’s

existence. Here is a particularly fine piece of description of winter morning:

‘Tis morning; and the sun, with ruddy orb in a blaze,



Ascending, fires th’ horizon: while the clouds,
That crowd away before the driving wind,
More ardent as the disk emerges more,
Resemble most some city in a blaze,

Seen through the leafless wood. His slanting ray
Slides ineffectual down the snowy vale,

And, tinging all with his rosy hue,

From ev’ry herb and ev’ry blade.
1.3.2 George Crabbe

George Crabbe (1754-1832) belonged to the school of Pope in form
and style, and was, predominantly satiric and didactic in spirit and substance.
But he differed from that school in the greater humanity of his subject. He took
the bold step of identifying himself with the poorer classes and describing their
life realistically. He showed a pronounced individuality of character by setting
himself squarely against the tradition, dear to the writers of pastorals, of painting
romantic and idealised pictures of village life. According to him, the happiness
and innocence of the villagers such as that described by Goldsmith more recently

in his Deserted Village was romantic fiction and travesty of truth.

Son of an exciseman, Crabbe was born at Aldborough in Suffolk on the
bleak east coast of England, was apprenticed to a surgeon, practised medicine
for a time and finally went to London to seek his fortune in literature. There he
met with disappointment and endured dire poverty. When almost in destitute
he sought and obtained the patronage of Burke and Lord Thurlow. He took
orders and passed the rest of his life in ease and comfort, serving as minister

first in his own parish and then at other places.

His first poem, The Library, is dull and unimportant, full as it is of trite
reflections on books and reading; such for example, as that old and weighty

authors are no longer read, that fashion rules even the wisest, that our nicer age



prefers light and frivolous reading, etc. it was his second poem, The Village
(1783), corrected and revised by Johnson, which made his name and fixed his
character as a poet. Having seen the hard life of villagers with his own eyes,
he describes their poverty and misery, their struggles and squalor and vice in
minute details. Protesting against the falsehood of romantic fancy, he pleads for

truth in poetry:

No; cast by Fortune on a frowning coast,

Which neither groves nor happy valley boast;
Where other cares than those the muse relates,
And other Shepherds dwell with other mates;

By such examples taught, I paint the Cot,

As truth will paint it and as bards will not.

Nor you, ye poor, of Letter’d scorn complain,
To you the smoothest song is smooth in vain;
O’ercome by labour and bow’d down by time,
Feel you the barren flattery of a rhyme?

Can Poets smooth you, when you pine for bread,
By winding myrtles round your ruin’s shed?

Can their light tales your weighty griefs o’erpower,

Or glad with airy mirth the toilsome hour?

After twenty years’ silence The Parish Register in which he reviews the
life of his parish during the whole year. This was followed by The Borough
descriptive of the life of a country town. The last to be published in his life-time
were Tales in Verse and Tales of the Hall in which he included people of the
upper classes. The Tales show him a competent narrator, recalling Chaucer,
though he has neither Chaucer’s humanity nor humour. The tone, indeed, of his
later works, was softened to some extent, but his pessimism persisted to the

last.

Either by temperament or because of the sufferings of his youth, Crabbe
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dwelt on the seamy side of life. Byron’s description of him as “Nature’s sternest
painter, yet the best” is, on the whole, not unjust. He excels only when he is
describing life or natural scenes in their harsh aspects. Though anti-romantic by
temperament, he links himself with Wordsworth and other romantics by his
sympathy with the rustics and by his interest in nature. He does not, like
Wordsworth, glorify the villagers, or praise nature. He was a man of his century
in using nature only as a background for scenes of life and character. In manner
too, he was of the 18" century. He wrote in the couplet of Pope, but his

couplets are neither elegant nor melodious.

Here and there we may come across a quibble of epigrammatic point,
but by and large the verse is pedestrian. In fact, Crabbe is the most mediocre
of the poets of his class. Neither by his matter nor by his manner does he offer
any refreshment to the human spirit. His pessimistic inspiration could not
transfigure his subject. All of us have our share of sorrows, but we do not go
to poetry just to add to that burden. It is only when poetry transfigures the ills
of life that they become bearable. Crabbe and other so-called realists may call
it poetic illusion, but what else is life itself if not illusion. We are such stuff as

dreams are made on. . .

The following extract illustrates how the inmates of the parish poor-

house are treated by the parish doctor:

But soon a loud and hasty summons calls,
Shakes the thin roof, and echoes round the walls;
Anon, a Figure enters, quaintly neat,

All pride and business, bustle and conceit;

With looks unalter’d by these scenes of woe,
With speed that, entering, speaks his haste to go;
He bids the gazing throng around him fly,

And carries Fate and Physic in his eye;

A potent Quack, long vers’d in human ills,

8



Who first insults the victim whom he kills;
Whose murd’rous hand a drowsy Bench protect,

And whose most tender mercy is neglect.
1.3.3 William Blake

William Blake (1757-1827), the third of this group, was a fanatical
revolutionary in poetry. He went far beyond the most determined of the romantics
in his worship of imagination and repudiation of logic, science, and reason.
Neither in matter nor in manner is there anything of the eighteenth century in
Blake’s poetry. He was an eccentric and from all accounts was never wholly
sane. Londoner by birth he was the son of an Irish hosier, and a painter and
engraver by profession. He had little schooling and while yet a child saw mystic
visions such, for example, as “God peeping through the window,” “Angels in a

Tree”, and “Ezekiel sitting under a green bough.”

Blake’s poetry was never published in the ordinary sense, but appeared
as a commentary for his engravings. Only his earlier poetry is of interest to the
average reader, for his later poetry, devoted to prophetic visions, is so obscure
as to turn away the most determined enthusiast. Though basically a Christian,
he had developed a religion of his own with a special mythology for symbolism.
This, complicated in itself, was further complicated by incoherent expression.
Blake’s education had been inadequate and was not equal to the demands of
symbolism. Such glimpses as one can get of his meaning tend to show that he
was fanatically opposed to all authority or restrictive codes. Beyond this, it is
neither possible nor necessary to follow him. Luckily his earlier poetry is the
very reverse of obscure. It is simple, direct and charmingly musical. It consists
of short songs or lyrics and is contained in three volumes: Poetical Sketches
(1783), Songs of Innocence (1789), and Songs of Experience (1794). All
these poems are the products of genuine inspiration. They are the spontaneous

utterances of the Poet’s heart and he who is not touched by them must indeed



be over-sophisticated or dull of soul. Written in short rhyming lines and regular

stanzas, they charm the ear by their fairy music.

The Poetical Sketches are little pictures or songs in the manner of the
Renaissance poets. The Songs of Innocence sing of childhood and express
through the mouth of babes and sucklings Blake’s own feelings of tenderness
and piety, beauty and joy of the world. They are in the nature of lullabies or
nursery rhymes rather than philosophic poems of childhood such as those of
Wordsworth or Issac Watts. Childhood speaks through Blake as it has spoken
through no other poet. The Songs of Experience are the counterparts of the
Songs of Innocence, reflecting as they do the contrasted mood brought on by
bitter experience. The divine grace and goodness of the Songs of Innocence
gives place to the disenchanting picture of the evil of the world. The French
Revolution had opened Blake’s eyes to the tyranny that stalked the world. The
famous song “Tyger Tyger burning bright” is included in this collection. As lamb

is the symbol of innocence, so the tiger is the symbol of tyranny.

Though he escaped from eighteenth century completely and was the
greatest anticipator of the Romantic revival, Blake can hardly be said to have
exercised any influence on his contemporaries. He was derided as an eccentric
and insane. It was only later that he was recognised as a mystic visionary. Like
a mad man he lived in a world of his own, that of imagination and mystery. To
him the unseen, the unreal alone was real. Wordsworth said the right thing
about him in his remark that the madness of Blake interests us more than the

sanity of other men.

Blake is arguably the greatest English poet after Milton. He had visions
even as a child and was deeply interested in philosophy and the contemporary
theological debates. An extremely well-read man especially in mysticism and
occult philosophies, Blake’s poetry heralds a whole new era. His poetry also
appropriates and reworks myths, traditions and symbols from various sources-

Swedenborgian mysticism, Christianity, Renaissance art, European and English
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poets and religious poetry. Blake’s poetry must be read with his visuals to get
a more complete sense of his vision. Blake held some extremely radical views
for his age. He believed that the Devil was the real hero of Milton’s Paradise
Lost. He also argued that God was both good and evil and that Heaven and
Hell will eventually merge to generate redemptive forces. His poetry often
combines both these contrary states of human soul: innocence and experience
as well as evil and virtue. Blake is also a poet who anticipates the Romantic
emphasis on poetic imagination. His “Auguries of Innocence” opens with famous

lines:

To see a world in a grain of sand
And a heaven in a wild flower,
Hold infinity in the palm of your hand

And eternity in an hour.

Blake sees the world in terms of a conflict between nature and culture,
innocence and corruption, imagination and rationality. His dislike of organization
and systemization is revealed in his dark images of control (the beadles in “Holy
Thurdsay”) and discipline. They can be read as his criticism of industrial England’s
increasing modes of social control. London, in Blake’s famous poem of the
same title, 1s described as “chartered”. As a result, the speaker in the poem

hears only anguish among its citizens:

In every cry of every man,
In every infant’s cry of fear,
In every voice, in every ban,

The mind-forged manacles I hear.

“The Sick Rose,” a well known Blake poem, describes the corruption
of beauty and innocence. His poems contained critiques of social systems,
praise and awe at the power of God and controversial views. His prophetic
books, especially America (1793), Europe (1794) and Jerusalem (1804-20)
are about liberty, the primacy of passion and the separation of holiness, symbolized
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by Jerusalem, from England. Blake worries that imagination is at an end and
Los, the spirit of the imagination in Jerusalem, has no work to do any more in
materialist England and he sits jobless at his anvil. In The Song of Los (1795),

imagination has been replaced by rational laws and religion.

All of Blake’s themes were expressed in difficult symbolic modes. For instance,
Enitharmon in The First Book of Urizen represents pity. But in Europe, she
symbolizes tyrannical power. Blake’s visuals, enormously thought-provoking,

add to the glorious power of his thought.
1.3.4 Robert Burns

Robert Burns (1759-1796), the last and greatest of this group was a
Scot, and though neither a conscious innovator nor a revolutionary, made as
complete a break with the 18" century as Blake. Though he had a great
respect for Pope and produced some English poetry in the artificial manner, the
fact of his writing mainly in Scottish dialect, phrase, and metres — all so distinct
from English — separated him entirely from the stream of 18" century tradition.
He was, like Blake, a born poet, but with a gift of poetry far more
comprehensive, various, intense and human, which has given him a place among
the great poets of the world. Though unique in some ways, Blake could at least
be classed, if not compared, with other mystics in English poetry — Herbert,
Crashaw, Vaughan and Wordsworth. Burns is unique in the real sense of the

word, and can neither be classed nor compared with any poets of equal poets.

Born at Alloway in Ayrshire, he was elder of the two sons of a poor
farmer of Calvinistic faith. He had intermittent but fairly good education. Quite
early in his life, he developed a taste for literature as well as wine and women.
Unable to stave off poverty and with love-troubles on hand, he decided to
emigrate to Jamaica. From taking this desperate step he was saved by the
success of his Poems Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect published at Kilamarnock,
(1786). In religion and politics he was liberal. He had quite early forsaken the
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strict Calvinistic faith which for him meant only hypocrisy and tyranny. He
sympathised with the Revolutionists in the early stages of French Revolution
and incurred the wrath of the government and the aristocracy. When, however,
he saw through the aims of France which threatened invasion, his patriotic spirit
rose and his patriotic songs echoed through the country. He enlisted as a volunteer

in the Dumfries militia and was buried with military honours.

In the plethora of criticism that has been produced on Burns, the real
quality of his genius is apt to be confused. Let it, therefore, be understood right
at the start that his genius was essentially lyrical. It is chiefly by his songs that
he is known and admired in the world over. The second quality of his genius
is his riotous good humour. This is best shown in his famous poems “Tom
O’Shanter”, “The Jolly Beggars” and “Holy Willie’s Prayer.” Burns is one of the
great humorists of the world. Those who have only read or heard of his immorality
would hardly think of him as a moralist, and yet he is a moralist too in a modest
way. He made no secret of his moral delineations. His transgressions filled him
with remorse. Any apparent condonation of sin, such for instance as suggested
in “The Rigs of Barley” or “The Jolly Beggars” must be read in the light of “The
Bard’s Epitaph” which concludes with this advice: “Know, prudent, cautious,
self control is Wisdom’s root.” He knew what was good in principle, but, alas,
like most mortals, was unable to live up to his knowledge. the “Epistle to Dr.

Blacklock” concludes with these lines:

But to conclude my silly rhyme

(I’m scant o’ verse, and scant o’time)
To make a happy fire-side clime

To weans and wife

That’s the true pathos and sublime

Of human life.

That he lives up to this ideal was the testimony of his widow, and the

same lesson is enforced in “The Cotter’s Saturday Night”. It is a commonplace
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of criticism that Burns’ strength lies in his portrayal of Scottish life and character.
That he was able to give artistic expression to the cherished thoughts, feelings
and aspirations of a whole people was no mean achievement. There had been
no great poet in Scotland since Dunbar. The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
had been practically barren. The rigour of the Scottish Kirk which discouraged
secular literature in favour of that of the good life may perhaps partly account
for this. But the Scottish folk-songs were not killed, and in the 18™ century
some aristocratic families attempted from patriotic motives to revive vernacular
poetry. Apart from minors, the work of only two poets, Allan Ramsay and

Robert Fergusson, can be said to have some intrinsic worth.

Burns thus had before him the capital of a rich national heritage in a floating
mass of poems, folk-songs and ballads. He was fired with the ambition to
celebrate his country in song as Blind Harry had done in his Wallace. He
brought to bear on his work a poetic gift of the highest order and produced,
in his comparatively short life, poems which fixed the character of Scottish
poetry as distinguished from English. His speciality having been discussed, a
few general characteristics of his poetry may now be noticed. The more obvious
of these are a feeling for nature, humour, and above all, humanity. A feeling for
nature has always been a strong point with the Scottish poets and Burns is no
exception. His careful observation and delicate appreciation of natural scenes
may be seen in “Thou Lingering Star”, “The Banks of Doon”, “To a Mouse”.
“To a Mountain Daisy” and so many others. His outstanding triumphs in humour
in “Tam O’Shanter”, “The Jolly Beggars” and “Holy Willie’s Prayer” have already
been mentioned. To these may be added the milder satirical piece “The Address
to the Unco Guid”. Burns was not a satirist properly so called, but he had the
satiric vein which is best exhibited in “Holy Willie’s Prayer”. Burns’ humour is
good-natured and is, on that account, more effective in this poem, which is an
attack on hypocritical religion and self-righteousness. The most important

characteristic of Burns’ poetry, however, is his wide-ranging humanity. He
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sympathises not only with all humanity but with all living creatures. He has pity
for the mouse whom he has rendered homeless and the tiny daisy he has
inadvertently uprooted with his plough. He has nothing but kindness and
understanding for reprobates, be the jolly beggars or other human derelicts. He
has experienced life to the full and communicated his experiences, both physical
and mental, with unabashed frankness and sincerity. His joys and sorrows,
hopes and despairs, raptures and heart-aches, hatred of tyranny and oppression,
feeling of brotherhood of man, pricks of conscience, reverence for God — in

these we find reflected the feelings of our common humanity.

Burns’ style, like Burns the man, is perfectly plain. But this style he
acquired with great pains and patience. He did not, like Pope, boast of lisping
“in numbers, for the numbers came.” In his fragmentary autobiography he says:
“I firmly believe that excellence in the profession is the fruit of industry, labour,
attention and pains,.. and laboured elegance. The rough material for fine writing
is certainly the gift of genius but I firmly believe that the workmanship is the

united effort of pains, attention and repeated trial.”
1.4 MINOR POETS

With the exception of some brilliant satires the minor poetry of pre-
Romantic period is worthless and hardly worth detailed notice. Erasmus Darwin,
grand-father of the great Charles, wrote The Botanic Garden which has the
interest of fantastic in that he clothed the dry facts of science in the most
elaborate “poetic diction.” This provoked the equally fantastic but witty parody
The Loves of the Triangles by the Anti-Jacobin. Poetry reached its lowest
ebb in “The Della Cruscans,” a silly school of poets founded towards the end
of the century and named after the “Academia della Crusca” of Florence which
had been established in the sixteenth century with the object of purifying the
Italian language. Hence its name which signifies chaff or bran that was to be
separated from the grain. Its symbol was accordingly a sieve. The absurd

sentimentalists and stilted affectations of style which characterised the English
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Della Cruscans were ridiculed by Gifford in his satires Baviad and Maeviad.

(Bavius and Maevius, insignificant poetasters of Rome, were satirised by Virgil).

In the literary battles between the two political parties, the Whigs
produced two famous satires — The Rolliad (1784-85) written by several hands,
and The Lousiad (1785) written by John Wolcott or Peter Pindar. The Rolliad
is a series of satires on Pitt and the Tory party. The Lousiad is a satire on the
personal habits of George III who discovering a louse in his bed ordered all his
domestic servants to have their heads shaved. Wolcott was an able but
unscrupulous journalist who attained great popularity by his extremely witty and
vitriolic attacks in his “Odes” and “Epistles” etc. on George III, Pitt, Paine,
Johnson, Boswell and other notable personalities of the day. In a critique on his

bombastic style Dr. Johnson is described as one who:

Uplifts the club of Hercules — for what?

To crush a butterfly or brain a gnat.

On the Tory side Walcott found his match in William Gifford (1756-
1826) editor of the Anti-Jacobin (1797-98), a weekly paper started by the
Tories to ridicule the reformers and political agitators of the times. His satire on
Wolcott, Epistle to Peter Pindar, provoked him to a personal assault on
Gifford. The Anti-Jacobin lasted a little over a year, and Gifford later became
the first editor of The Quarterly Review founded by Sir Walter Scott, Southey
and others as a rival to The Edinburgh Review. He was a fanatical hater of all
reformers and opponents of the government and became notorious for his highly
prejudiced criticisms of the romantics. His ferocious article on Endymion is

said to have hastened Keats’ death.
1.5 WOMEN POETS

Until roughly 1960, five male writers constituted the “Romantic” canon
and women poets from this period have not been studied or anthologized. It

was only in 1980’s that even Mary Shelley was studied within this paradigm.
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We need to keep in mind the severely patriarchal culture in and against which
women authors of this period wrote. Isobel Armstrong in her prescient essay
“The Gush of the Feminine: How Can We Read Women’s Poetry of the Romantic
Period?” (1995) suggests that reading these writers as embodying the feminine
would be highly reductive. She argues that women Romantic writers used two
strategies for writing: using a traditional “feminine” discourse which they then
used to analyse and think, and challenging male forms of thought that devalued

woman’s knowledge and experience.
1.5.1 Anna Letita Barbauld

Anna Letita Barbauld (1743-1825) published her Works in 1825. Her
poems are full of personal “signs” — names of people, places and events — even
though (and unlike Wordsworth) she does not invite attention to herself. Ironically,
we only get a glimpse of the “I”” within the wealth of personal detail. She wrote
some truly funny burlesque poems, though a sense of dissent is visible in most
of them. “The Groans of the Tankard” is a poem about the abuse of a drinking
tankard, spoken by the tankard itself. Here is Barbauld’s description of hunger,

with the right mix of seriousness and the burlesque:

‘Twas at the solemn, silent, noon-tide hour,
When hunger rages with despotic power,
When the lean student quits his Hebrew roots
For the gross nourishment of English fruits,
And throws unfinis’d airy systems by

For solid pudding and substantial pye,

When hungry poets the glad summons own,

And leave spare fast to dine with Gods alone...

The satire is beautifully phrased and conveys a nice mix of theology and
social criticism. In other poems such as “Corsica” and “the Times”, she supports

rebellion (even revolution):
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It is not in the force of the mortal arm,
Scarcely in fate, to bind the struggling soul
That gall’d by wanton power, indignant swells
Against oppression; breathing great revenge,

Careless of life, determin’d to be free.

It is also important to note the powerful woman Barbauld creates in
“Corsica” who is personified as both Virtue and Liberty and described as
possessing a “tow’ ring form ... with an ampler port/and bolder tone,” anticipates
the “virago” figure of later feminism. Other poems that showcase Barbauld’s
support for rebellion and her anger against establishment authoritarianism include
“The Invitation” and “To Dr Aikin...”. Thus, contrary to established views of
women’s writing, Barbauld’s work does not emphasize merely the personal or
domestic. She comes across as a keen observer of contemporary life and as a
thinker on the crucial issues of her day. However, this is not to suggest that she
only wrote political poems. Poems such as “Verses Written in an Alcove” — in
the form of an invitation to another woman (Elizabeth Rigby or ‘Lissy’ in the
poem) for a romantic tryst in the alcove at night, a theme echoed in “A Summer
Evening’s Meditation” — and the six “Songs” are deeply sensual and come close

to being erotic.
1.5.2 Felicia Hemans

Felicia Hemans(1793-1835) published her Records of Woman in 1828.
Her poems document women’s lives with a mixture of dramatic and sentimental
verse. In “Madeline”, a young Frenchwoman leaves her mother to go to America
with her new husband. In America, her husband dies and the woman is on her
deathbed. She has visions of her mother coming to care for her. In a queer mix
of reality and fantasy, the mother is indeed at her bedside. A poem that captures
the thus-far ignored mother-daughter bond, “Madeline” is a powerful counterpoint
to male relationships. The surreal, even utopian, informs Hemans’ poetry, as in

“The Better Land”, which once again locates a strong mother-child bond:

18



‘I hear thee speak of the better land,

Thou call’st its children a happy band;

Mother! Oh, where is that radiant shore?

Shall we not seek it, and weep no more?

Is it where the flower of the orange blows,

And the fire-flies glance through the myrtle boughs?’
- ‘Not there, not there, my child!’

‘Is it where the feathery palm-trees rise,

And the date grows ripe under sunny skies?
Or midst the green islands of glittering seas,
Where fragrant forests perfume the breeze,
And strange bright birds on their starry wings,
Bear the rich hues of all glorious things?’

- Not there, not there, my child!’

‘Is it far away, in some region old,

Where the rivers wander o’er sands of gold?-
Where the burning rays of ruby shine,

And the diamond lights up the secret mine,

And the pearl gleams forth from the coral strand? —
Is it there, sweet mother, that better land?’

-Not there, not there, my child!’

‘Eye hath not seen it, my gentle boy!

Ear hath not heard its deep songs of joy;
Dreams cannot picture a world so fair —
Sorrow and death may not enter there;

Time doth not breathe on its fadeless bloom,
For beyond the clouds, and beyond the tomb,
-It 1s there, it is there, my child!’
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Florence Nightingale is said to have copied out this poem for a cousin.
Love stories are central to Hemans’ poems like “The Vaudois’ Wife”, “Thekla
at her Lover’s Grave” and “The Image in the Heart.” Heterosexual love, domestic
affections and motherhood are the subjects Hemans deals with best. She has
very few references to contemporary political issues. However, Hemans does
engage in another kind of politics — that of gender. In “The Forest Sanctuary”,
for instance, two sisters, Theresa and Inez, are to be burned at the stake as
heretics. Interestingly, Hemans describes the sisters in terms that have often
been used to define male heroism. In a reversal of gender roles, Hemans
describes the sisters as possessing “fire”, “energy” and abilities to raise a “storm”
— images that Blake uses to describe Urizen and Shelley deploys to mark
Prometheus. This reversal is a crucial element in Hemans’ proto-feminist poetry,

whereby she posits a “heroism of the woman.”

It is therefore important to realize that a Wordsworth or a Shelley was
writing in a context where women also wrote and received a certain measure
of critical and public attention, but eventually failed to be included in the canon.
Many of the themes we see in the canonical Romantic poets are visible in

Hemans and Barbauld, who, give them a gender twist as it were.
1.6 LET US SUM UP

Pre-Romantic British poetry, spanning the late 17th to the late 18th centuries,
was characterized by a focus on reason, order, and neoclassical principles. Poets
like Alexander Pope and John Dryden emphasized clarity, wit, and adherence to
established poetic forms. The Age of Sensibility, a transitional phase, witnessed a
growing interest in emotion, nature, and personal expression, setting the stage for
Romanticism. Themes of satire and social commentary were prevalent, as seen in
Pope’s “The Rape of the Lock,” while Samuel Johnson’s didactic poem “London”
explored the moral and social aspects of urban life. Overall, pre-Romantic poetry
laid the groundwork for the later Romantic movement by introducing elements of

emotional depth and individualism.
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1.7  SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
Q1: Write a short note on William Cowper as a poet.

Ans. William Cowper (1731-1800), one of the most-loveable of English poets,
came of a good aristocratic family. He was educated at Westminster school
whence he went to study law and was called to Bar. His family influence was
great, but his prospects in Government service were marred by constitutional
morbidity which developed into suicidal mania. Though a couple of years in a
lunatic asylum cured him, the blight of melancholy hovered over him all his life.
He had to leave London and retire into the country where he passed the rest
of his life in the care and company of friends. Most devoted of whom, Mrs.
Mary Unwin, the widow of a clergyman, he celebrated in the sentimental verses
“To Mary”. It was at her suggestion that he wrote the eight satires - Table
Talk, The Progress of Error, Truth, Expostulation, Hope, Charity,
Conversation and Retirement — all in heroic couplets, which together with
some shorter poems appeared in 1782. The shorter poems of this volume
included the well known Boadicea and Verses supposed to be written by
Alexander Selkirk. Another woman, Lady Austen, suggested the “sofa” in his
room as the subject for his next work by way of diversion for the melancholy
poet, and the result was The Task in blank verse, one of the most companionable
of poems in English language. The same lady told him the story of the London
linen-draper immortalised in the ballad of John Gilpin. The volume containing
these two as well as Tirocinium, a forceful attack on public schools of the day,
appeared in 1785. After this date he produced a translation of Homer, which
is dull though dignified, and a number of shorter poems which appeared after
his death. These include the famous On the Loss of the Royal George, and To
Mary. His last poem, The Castaway, a cry of utter despair was written shortly
before his death. Later editions of his poems contained the tender On the
Receipt of My Mother's Picture.
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Q2: How can Blake be called the greatest poet after Milton?

Ans. Blake is arguably the greatest English poet after Milton. He had visions
even as a child and was deeply interested in philosophy and the contemporary
theological debates. An extremely well-read man especially in mysticism and
occult philosophies, Blake’s poetry heralds a whole new era. His poetry
also appropriates and reworks myths, traditions and symbols from various
sources- Swedenborgian mysticism, Christianity, Renaissance art, European
and English poets and religious poetry. Blake’s poetry must be read with his
visuals to get a more complete sense of his vision. Blake held some extremely
radical views for his age. He believed that the Devil was the real hero of
Milton’s Paradise Lost. He also argued that God was both good and evil
and that Heaven and Hell will eventually merge to generate redemptive forces.
His poetry often combines both these contrary states of human soul: innocence
and experience as well as evil and virtue. Blake is also a poet who anticipates
the Romantic emphasis on poetic imagination. His “Auguries of Innocence”

opens with famous lines:

To see a world in a grain of sand
And a heaven in a wild flower,
Hold infinity in the palm of your hand

And eternity in an hour.
Q3: Why was Blake misunderstood by his contemporaries?

Ans.

Q4: Briefly describe the thematic concerns of “The Task.”

Ans.
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Qs:

Ans.

Qeé.

Ans.

Q7:

Ans.

Q8:

Ans.

Q9:

Ans.

Write a short note on Burns as a poet.

Why pre-Romantic poetry was satiric in tone?

Briefly describe the minor poets of pre-Romantic period.

What were the thematic concerns of Women poets of pre-Romantic

region?

Which poem by Felicia Hemans describes the ignored mother-

daughter bond and how?
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Q10: How was pre-Romantic poetry different from Neo-Classical poetry?

Ans.

1.8 MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS

I.

William Blake’s Songs of Innocence came out in

a) 1776
b) 1789
c) 1787
d) 1800

Which of the following was Blake’s first volume of poems?

a) Songs of Experience
b) Songs of Innocence
c) The Book of Thel
d) Poetical Sketches

Blake’s dictum that Milton was “a true poet and of the Devil’s party

without knowing it” appears in

a) Milton
b) The Marriage of Heaven and Hell
c) Jerusalem

d) Europe
The Task is written by

a) Robert Burns
b) William Cowper
c) George Crabbe
d) William Blake
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Which poem was copied by Florence Nightingale for a cousin of her?

a) Madeline
b) The Better Land

c) Jerusalem
d) The Vaudois’ Wife
“Verses Written in an Alcove” is a poem by

a) Felicia Hemans
b) Anna Baubauld
c) Wordsworth

d) Robert Burns

Which of the following works is not written by William Cowper
a) The Task

b) The Castaway

c) Conversations

d) The Sick Rose

Robert Burns was born in

a) 1759
b) 1761
c) 1756
d) 1758

George Crabbe’s The Village was published in

a) 1783
b) 1794
c) 1781
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10.

1.9
Ql
Q2
Q3

Q4

Q5
1.10

d) 1782
Felicia Hemans explores the theme of mother-child bond in

a) Madeline

b) The Better Land

c¢) The Invitation

d) The Image in the Heart

EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS
How is Pre- Romantic poetry different from Neo-Classical poetry?
Describe the contribution of William Cowper as a pre-Romantic poetry.

What were the thematic concerns of women writers of pre-Romantic

period?

Highlight the similarities and differences between Songs of Innocence

and Songs of Experience.
Discuss Robert Burns as a poet.

ANSWER KEY
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2.7 Let Us Sum Up
2.8  Self- Assessment Questions
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2.12 Suggested Reading
2.1 INTRODUCTION

The period between 1780 and 1830 is popularly known as the
Romantic Age. The Romantic poets are perhaps the most anthologized
and studied poets in English literature. Poets such as Wordsworth and
Coleridge are considered to be the founding figures of Romanticism and
a whole of new way of thinking. However, a closer examination of the
contexts reveals that the poets were not ‘inventing’ concepts or ideas,
but responding to events and situations around them. Furthermore, elements
of Romanticism are visible well before Wordsworth and his visionary
company. For instance, William Blake was already working with ideas
and images that looked forward to the Wordsworth-Coleridge collection,
Lyrical Ballads.

2.2  OBJECTIVES

The objective of the lesson is to:

e Acquaint the learners with the socio-cultural background of
Romantic period.
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e Familiarize the learners with the major trends of the age.
e Make the learners aware of the major poets and their works
2.3 BACKGROUND

Reform was underway in England during 1780’s. Social movements
for causes such as the abolition of slave trade, poor relief, education of
the poor, amelioration of the prison conditions and numerous other efforts
were on to ‘improve’ England. There was also rising social discontent.
People wanted greater representation in the parliament. Meanwhile, things
were rapidly spiralling towards a crisis in France. In the summer of 1789,
the fall of the Bastille prison heralded the French Revolution, an event
that had a profound impact on English society, ideas and politics. PA
Brown’s The French Revolution in English History (1918) extensively
documents this influence. It also energized new forms of thinking in the

realm of literature.

Edmund Burke responded with horror at what he thought was an
unacceptable event in France in his Reflections on the Revolution in France
(1790). However, others saw the events as a source of hope for the English,
since the revolution symbolized, at least in the early stages, freedom,
democracy and equality. Thomas Paine’s The Rights of Man (1791-92)
became a cult text, secretly distributed among radicals, even as he was
indicted for treason and was forced to flee to France. Joseph Priestly, the
noted chemist, wrote a detailed argument, in the form of letters to Edmund
Burke, in favour of reform. In 1793, William Godwin published Political
Justice, a tract that renounced sentiment and passion in favour of reason
and education. The notion of an “enlightened self-interest” became a commonly
accepted view of many of the radicals. Godwin argued that education could
bring about the moral stance in human beings. Welfare and civic humanism,
philanthropy and care of the poor became central tenets for politicians making

laws and debating social issues.
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However, as the Revolution’s violence increased in quantum leaps
over the next few years, reactions against it hardened in England.
Supporters of the Revolution were targeted and Priestley’s laboratory
was set on fire by a mob pleading for ‘Church and King’. England slowly
drifted into a war with France and an ‘Anti-Jacobin’ movement began in
England. Actions against radical newspapers were common. In 1803,
William Blake was put on trial for sedition, and, in 1811, John and Leigh
Hunt were prosecuted for exposing the cruel practice of flogging in the
army. In 1812, Daniel Easton was prosecuted for reprinting Paine’s Age
of Reason (1795). The Luddite riots of 1811 further alarmed the
conservatives who responded with harsher laws such as the Frame-
Breaking Bill (1812) that made it illegal to damage productive machinery.
The movement for reform became associated in the minds of people with
pro-revolution radicalism and social anarchy.

The writings of William Cobbet, Robert Owen and others, slowly
forced social and parliamentary reform. Working class education opened
up. The writings of Jeremy Bentham and the Utilitarians pleading for the
‘greatest good of the greatest number’ became an influential ideology in
the first decades of the nineteenth century. Reforms came in the form of
emancipation of the Roman Catholics (1829) and the Reform Bill of 1832
which shifted political power to “the boroughs — with many centres given
franchise — and the middle class” (Nayar 185).

The intellectual context of romantic writers included political
liberalism, radicalism, socialism and notions of equality that spread with
and during the French Revolution. An important strand of thinking that
influenced many writers was Evangelicalism. This was socially a reform
movement that drew on theology for its purposes. It sought to revitalize
English society through a reiteration of moral values and codes. However,
other diverse ideas circulated across Europe during this period, and were
equally influential in England. A central theme in the intellectual climate of
the time was the role of instinct and emotion. This resurgence of interest
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in the unconscious workings of the human mind, its many sentiments and
emotions and the role of instinct was a rebellion against the previous
age’s insistence on order, reason, intellectualism and logic. Romanticism,
as this anti-intellectualist strand came to be known, revived an interest in
and enthusiasm for the abnormal, the quaint, the disorderly and the mystics.
Experiences that could not be rationalized were central to the work of
poets like Blake. Irrational and instinctive responses to scenes and events
figure prominently in Wordsworth. The workings of the mind — visions,
fears superstitions and strong passions — became the keystone of the
Romantic poetry of the last decades of the 18" century. This turn to the
life and work of the mind often took on expositions and critical debates
about one particular term in the writings of Wordsworth, Coleridge, Shelley
and Keats: Imagination. Imagination, stressed the world of dreams and
visions over that of reality and the phenomenal world. These writers saw
these visions as uncontaminated by the world of the senses and as providing
a greater pleasure than anything in reality. The Romantics preferred to
dwell on the imagination and the mind as an escape from the realities of

the ‘real’ world.

While Wordsworth and others stressed the positive side of this
unconscious, others became interested in the darker side of the human
personality. If Wordsworth saw instinct and the unconscious as contributing
to happiness and pleasure, the ‘Dark Romantics’ were obsessed with the
evil, destructive and sinful aspects of the same unconscious. Poetic dream-
visions were considered standard components of the poet’s mental make-
up. What used to be termed madness in the earlier age was revered as
poetic genius now. Madness and poetry, melancholia and art went together
in the Romantic conception of the poet. Blake’s fearsome visions translated
into some of the most powerful poems in English language. The drug-
induced images of De Quincey and Coleridge became art. Keats praised
the powers of intoxication. However, it was not enough to demonstrate
poetic madness. The poets also had another role to perform - that of the
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prophet. The two central images of the romantic poet are thus of the poet
and the prophet. When P.B Shelley called poets the “unacknowledged
legislators of mankind”, he was gesturing at this grand function of the poet.

The return to instinct and the everyday was also accompanied by a
search for the primitive and the natural. The concept of the ‘noble savage’,
uncontaminated by education, social mores and intellectual rationalizations,
was heroic for the Romantics. The peasant and the child became symbols
of such a state of purity as personalities that took joy in simple things
without rationalizing about themselves and as minds that still possessed a
sense of wonder. Likewise, other cultures — specifically, non-European
and Oriental- became symbols for a pure, wonderful primitivism. Rustic
and local imagery abounds in the writings of the period. Children and
nature are icons of Wordsworthean ‘naturalness’. Simple pleasures like
walking through the countryside, listening to farmers’ or yeomen’s songs
and looking at the local ruin excite the emotions in the poetry of Romantic
age. Romanticism, thus, marks a critical revolt against the rationalizing,
industrializing scientism of the Enlightenment.

Thus it can be said that the Romantic Movement was a deliberate
and sweeping revolt against the literary principles of the Age of Reason.
Just as Dryden and Pope had rejected the romantic tradition of the
Elizabethans as crude and irregular and had adopted classical or more
correctly neo-classical principles of French literature in their writings, so
now Wordsworth and Coleridge, in their turn, rejected the neo-classical
principles in favour of the romantic. In doing so they were simply reverting
to the Elizabethan or the first romantic age in English literature.

The chief cause of the movement was a desire to enlarge the bounds
of poetry by freeing it from the shackles of Neo-classicism. The neo-
classic creed laid down definite rules for the writing of poetry. These may
be stated as follows:

1. Write only what is rational, choosing your subjects from everyday
life — axioms, truths, mottoes, which have been uttered by wise
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men of the past. Avoid flights of fancy and imagination. Avoid
also passion and enthusiasm as unbecoming of a gentleman. They
are not ‘good form’.

2. Embellish your subject with a style that is elegant and polished.
For this confine yourself to one regular, smooth metre — that of
the closed couplet — and to polished language — language, that
is to say, which has been hallowed by poetic custom. Don’t
stray beyond this stock of ‘poetic diction.” Within these limits
you may show your skill as much as you please.

The Romantics felt that these rules, artificially and unnecessarily
restricted the freedom of the poet. They believed that genuine poetry was
a free and spontaneous utterance of the poet’s imagination and not mere
embellishment of other people’s thoughts. They believed further, that the
poet was free to follow his own fancy in the matter of language and
versification.

2.4 FEATURES OF ROMANTIC POETRY

e The principle concern was nature, landscape and beauty.
e The poems often represented the working-out of poetic theory itself.
e Dreams, childhood and innocence were common themes

e The influence of the French Revolution and other political events
was visible.

e Concern with the inner self; the poems are mainly explorations of the
poet’s mind.

e Heavy symbolism.

e Influenced by theories of association and drugs.

e Adapted myths and images from several non-European cultures.

e A revelatory or prophetic tone is seen in many poets.

e Obsession with death and unconscious states.
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2.5 MAJOR POETS OF ROMANTIC PERIOD
2.5.1 William Wordsworth

The best known of the Romantic poets is surely William Wordsworth
(1770-1850). In a long poetic career, Wordsworth tried many genres and
styles. Wordsworth’s main theme can be summarized in a phrase: man and
nature. He wrote poems with a message (which are called didactic poems).
His Prelude (1850), an autobiographical poem, is subtitled ‘growth of a poet’s
mind’. His friendship with Samuel Taylor Coleridge resulted in the classical
volume of the age: Lyrical Ballads (first version in 1798). Wordsworth also
took the role of poet-as-prophet very seriously. In his Prelude, he wrote:

Prophets of Nature, we to them will speak

A lasting inspiration . . .

Disappointed with the French Revolution and angered at the
industrialization of London, Wordsworth returned to Grasmere and the Lake
District. Many of his poems reflect his critique of modernization and the city
life. The Excursion, an ambitious poem that combines many of his lasting

preoccupations, declares the poetic vocation in no uncertain terms:

Of truth, of Grandeur, Beauty, Love and Hope,
And melancholy subdued by Faith;

Of blessed consolations in distress;

Of moral strength, and intellectual Power;

Of joy in widest commonality spread;

Of the individual mind that keeps her own
Inviolate Retirement, subject there

To conscience only, and the law supreme

Of that Intelligence which governs all.

Like Blake, Wordsworth believes that imagination is being sidelined in

contemporary London:
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Little we see in Nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away . . . .

Or in his description of London when he says the ‘mighty heart [of
London] is lying still’, playing on the word ‘lying’, he suggests that the centre
of English commerce lies and cheats even when asleep (Composed upon
Westminster Bridge, September 3, 1802”). In his famous ‘Immortality Ode’,
he mourned the death of imagination and innocence and of the child’s sense
of wonder:

Whither is fled the visionary gleam?

Where is it now, the glory and the dream?

This happens as the child grows into an adult, a process that
ends innocence:

Shades of prison house begin to close

Upon the growing boy.

He spoke nostalgically of the rural way of life in famous poems like
“The Leech Gatherer”, “The Solitary Reaper”, “Simon Lee” and “Michael”.
Social themes of vagrancy, poverty and unemployment figure in “The Ruined
Cottage”, “The Pedlar” and the Salisbury Plain poems. He shows how nature
is a teacher in poems like Prelude and pleads for respect for nature.
Contemporary politics is the theme in Book XIV of Wordsworth’s Prelude (A
reworking of his earlier poem, “The French Revolution) in which he declared,
full of enthusiasm for the events in Paris:

Bliss it was in that dawn to be alive

But to be young was the very heaven.

In the Lyrical Ballads, which produced a manifesto for the new poetry,
Wordsworth declared that rural themes were to be his central concern because
that was where ‘true’ human nature existed. Authenticity of expression can be
attained only when the poet uses the language of everyday speech of the
farmer and the rural community. Poetic themes must be rooted in the life of the
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community (as the famous ‘Preface’ to Lyrical Ballads emphasizes). While a
degree of idealization of rural England is clearly visible in Wordsworth, it does
not exclude the theme of suffering. Wordsworth is honest enough to admit that
suffering, poverty and malice were integral to rural England (in poems like
“The Thorn” and “The Idiot Boy”). Old age is a preoccupation in his poems
like “Old Cumberland Beggar”, “Simon Lee” and numerous others. Wordsworth
believed that old people have a better chance of a decent life in England than
in “Poor Houses”. Ruins and cottages populate the landscape of Wordsworth’s
poetry, from the well- known “Tintern Abbey” to “The Ruined Cottage”.
While ruins were central to the aesthetic of the picturesque in 18" century
England, they became reasons for Wordsworth to reflect on the human
condition. A central feature of Wordsworth’s poetry is its intense self-
absorption. People, nature, ruins and events are not important in and of
themselves. They are important in terms of their effect upon the observing
poet. What emotions do they induce? What thoughts arise when seeing them?
Wordsworth uses the sights to reflect on his own mind and emotional state
(and this 1s why he is almost a solipsist poet), while later expanding it to
reflect on the general nature of human life. The “I” is thus central to most of
his poems, and, arguably, he uses it more than any other poet in English.

2.5.2 Samuel Taylor Coleridge

Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834) initially wrote under the influence
of earlier religious poets and William Cowper. Nature is central to Coleridge
too as the extraordinary beauty of images in “This Lime-Tree Bower my
Prison”, “Frost at Midnight” (a poem that captures silence as no other poem
in English does) and other poems reveal. But nature is also a cruel teacher,
as the Ancient Mariner finds out in the Gothic poem of the same name. Here
the Mariner’s guilt, “instead of the cross, the Albatross/about my neck was
hung”, is the heart of the poem. The afflictions visited on him are at least
partly externalizations of his own guilt at killing the bird. Yet, the poem is
also about unpredictability. It also has some particularly fine descriptions of
travel, the sea and nature:
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The stars were dim, and thick the night,

The steersman’s face by his lamp gleamed white;
From the sails the dew did drip —

Till clomb above the eastern bar

The horned Moon, with one bright star

Within the nether tip.

The poem effectively captures loneliness and despair, perhaps better
than any other work of Coleridge.

Coleridge took the East as his theme in “Kubla Khan”, another ‘fragment
poem’ (a particularly ‘Romantic’ genre, as Marjorie Levinson’s 1986 study
The Romantic Fragment Poem has argued). Inspired by descriptions of India
in contemporary travelogues, stories of a lost paradise and by images that
appeared to him in a drug-induced stupor, the poem is a stunning prophetic
vision of the Orient (though one cannot ignore the colonial stereo typing of the
East). “Kubla Khan” combines utopianism with despair, morality with eroticism,
demonic energy with stately calm in a brilliant juxtaposition of images. The
prophet-poet’s description in the poem recalls Thomas Gray’s “The Bard”.
Coleridge writes:

And all who heard should see them there,

And all should cry, Beware! Beware!
His flashing eyes, his floating hair!
Weave a circle round him thrice,
And close your eyes with holy dread,
For he on honey-dew hath fed,
And drunk the milk of Paradise.
Coleridge is at his best with images and themes that both frighten

and fascinate. His “Christabel”, “Kubla Khan” and “Ancient Mariner” have

this disturbing quality about them, almost as though Coleridge is writing the
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poetic equivalent of the Gothic novel. Such poems are also dramatic while
his other poems are quietly reflective.

Coleridge, like Wordsworth, saw the human heart and nature as
constituting an “organic whole”, (in our life alone does nature live,” he
writes in “Dejection: An Ode”). In many of his poems, especially in “The
Eolian Harp” and “Dejection: An Ode”, Coleridge portrayed a mind and
heart that was ‘open’ to the influences, sights and sounds of the world. His

poems are journeys into the self and simultaneously into the external world:

I may not hope from outward forms to win
The passion and the life, whose fountains are within.

Here he is also reiterating the power of human imagination to
mould nature.

2.5.3 George Gordon, Lord Byron

Lord Byron (1788-1824) has become associated with a particular
kind of male personality: the brooding, handsome hero. It was an unusual
kind of mass cultural iconization of a literary personality. He was the
largest selling poet in the first decades of 19" century. He produced some
energetic, if uneven poetry. His first major achievement was his savage
critique on the literary culture of his time, English Bards and Scotch
Reviewers (1809). The biting satire lampooned even Wordsworth and
Coleridge — dismissing them all in the phrase “the scribbling crew”. Byron’s
role as an iconoclast was decided with this volume:

I shall publish, right or wrong.

Fools are my theme, let satire be my song.

His contempt for poets like Robert Southey resulted in some exceptionally
brilliant satires such as “The Vision of Judgement.” Manfred, Cain and other
dramatic poetry created the image of the guilt-ridden hero, thus launching the
“Byronic” as an icon. With Childe Harold's Pilgrimage, Byron declared his
poetic talents. A poem with a huge canvas — from Greek civilization to the
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Ottoman Empire and the decay of aristocracy and feuds — attracted instant
attention. It also expresses Byron’s views on civilization, art and nature:

In Venice Tasso’s echoes are no more,

And silent rows the songless gondolier;

Her palaces are crumbling to the shore,

And music meets not always now the ear:
Those days are gone- but Beauty still is here.
States falls, arts fade — Nature does not die

This is how he describes Venice.

Don Juan (1819-24) firmed up his reputation. The hero of the long
poem is a young man who wanders across Europe and has a series of
erotic and other adventures. Byron puts in a heavy dose of the dramatic,
with ship-wrecks, cannibalism and Juan’s own ‘mishaps’. The poem has an
emotional range from the comic to the pathetic. Some of his more popular
works are “She Walks in Beauty” and “When We Two Parted”, frequently
anthologized worldwide. He was, however, also astute enough to see the
problems of being described as a poet of the passions. In a famous 1821
letter to Thomas Moore he writes:

I can never get people to understand that poetry is the expression
of excited passion and that there is no such thing as a life of passion any
more than a continuous earthquake or an eternal fever. Besides, who would
ever shave themselves in such a state?

His Turkish tales (The Corsair, The Bride of Abydos, Lara and The
Giaour) are clearely influenced by the age’s interest in non- European cultures
and histories.

2.5.4 Percy Bysshe Shelley

P.B Shelley (1792-1822) started as a rebel - dismissed from Oxford
for publishing a pamphlet titled, The Necessity of Atheism (1811) — and
sought to keep up this reputation throughout his life. He rejected religious and
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moral sanctions of the society of his time. He was also enthused by radical
ideologies and the idea of political revolution. His poem on the Peterloo
Massacre, The Mask of Anarchy (1819), is a good example of his view of the
monarchy and authoritarian rule in England. Queen Mab (1813) and The Revolt
of Islam (1818) also spoke of the possibility of social change from despotism
to democracy. His most famous dramatic verse occurs in Prometheus Unbound
(1820). The Cenci (1819) had strong Gothic overtones with its theme of
incest and evil.

Shelley is better known for his great odes and shorter poems. His
“Adonais” (1821), a praise of John Keats, written in the form of an elegy upon
Keats’ death and perhaps matched in sense of mourning and poetic praise
only by WH Auden’s “In Memory of W.B Yeats”. Describing Keats as “The
Sire of an immortal strain”, Shelley writes:

He has outsoar’d the shadow of our night;
Envy and calumny and hate and pain,
And that unrest which men miscall delight,

Can touch him not and torture not again;

“Hymn to Intellectual Beauty”, “Mont Blanc”, “Ode to the West Wind”,
“To the Skylark™ and “Ozymandias” are some of his best known works. They
combine a deep appreciation of nature while reflecting on the social order (for
example, the pestilence that “West Wind” speaks about is also social and
moral corruption). Epipsychidion was Shelley’s infamous praise of bigamy:

True love in this differs from gold and clay

That to divide is not to take away.

Despite his gloomy views of contemporary human civilization, Shelley
is also a poet of hope, as “West Wind” demonstrates: “if winter comes, can
spring be far behind?” In poems like “Skylark” and “West Wind” he suggests
that art can be a palliative for the ills of society. He prays that he be given the
power of poetic prophecy in “West Wind” :
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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!
2.5.5 John Keats

John Keats (1795-1821) was the last of the great Romantic poets,
until WB Yeats appeared on the scene. Extremely well read, Keats
combined a fervour for the role of poetry with erudition in European
mythology, intense self-reflection and a love for nature. His finest Odes
are a combination of all these elements, as a glance at “To Autumn”
reveals. His narrative poems like Endymion (1818) and Hyperion (1820)
have been far less popular. Endymion maps the four stages of experience
— of nature, of art, of friendship and of love. Hyperion took stories from
the Renaissance, and Greek and Roman history in his narrative about the
Titans. A certain Miltonic tone is clearly visible in the poem. Lamia and
Isabella are narrative poems that have Gothic elements and an obsession
with death. Sickness and death fill Isabella. Lamia has a snake-woman
at the centre of the narrative. It is a poem about dreams and reality — a
continuing obsession with Keats. There are some superlative sensual
images in The Eve of St Agnes (1820), a poem about love and family
feuds, especially when Keats describes Madeline.

Keats’ own disease-ridden life resulted in some fine meditations
on death and art, especially in ever-popular poems such as “Ode to a
Nightingale” and “Ode on a Grecian Urn”. Human mortality and the
permanence of art are the twin poles of Keats’ work. In “Ode on Melancholy”,
Keats contemplates the twin states of joy and sorrow and the impermanence
of beauty:
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She dwells with Beauty — Beauty that must die;
And Joy,whose hand is ever at his lips

Bidding adieu,and aching Pleasure nigh,
Turning to poison while the bee-mouth sips

Keats is a poet of sensuality, fully aware of the sights, sounds and

smells of the world and this is best captured in “To Autumn:
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 fruits 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.

He is also aware of the limitations of the body and the pervasive decay
that haunts all humans even as they lead full lives. His solution to decay was
to appreciate beauty as long as it was available and possible. His great dictum,
from the “Grecian Urn” was:

Beauty is truth, truth beauty, - that is all
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

Keats’ poetry also images the poet as prophet and as an intensely

aware, if doomed, figure, especially in his famous “Nightingale Ode” where

the bird’s clear song is contrasted with the poet’s numbness and inability to
sing effectually.
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2.6 MINOR POETS OF ROMANTIC PERIOD

Among the minor poets — though by no means were they minor during
their own time — are Thomas Moore, Walter Savage Landor and Robert Southey.

2.6.1 Robert Southey

Robert Southey (1774-1843) is best known as the victim of Byron’s
Satire in the latter’s The Vision of Judgement. His Gothic poems The Curse
of Kehama (1810) and Thalaba the Destroyer (1801) are perhaps better
known for their “orientalising” than for stylistic finesse. The elaborate footnotes
where he provides explanations and references reveal deep reading, though
the poetic content of the work is open to question.

2.6.2 Walter Savage Landor

Walter Savage Landor (1775-1864) wrote a fairly popular Oriental work
in his Egyptian narrative poem, Gebir (1798). An unusual poem, Gebir is
Romantic for its ascent/descent, motif, magic and sensuality. It is also an
extremely violent poem. “Rose Aylmer” is his most quoted poem, mourning the
death of a beloved while also painting a particular picture of the British race:

What avails the sceptre race,

Ah what the form divine!

What every virtue, every grace!

Rose Aylmer, all were thine.

Rose Aylmer, whom these wakeful eyes
May weep, but never see,

A night of memories and of sighs

I consecrate to thee.

2.6.3 George Crabbe

George Crabbe (1754-1832) was a poet of rural England. Like John
Clare, he was much affected by the changes in the countryside. The Village
(1783), his best known work, echoes Goldsmith and Clare. Later poems like
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The Borough (1810) extended his themes. Crabbe portrayed the lower working
classes without rendering them into beautiful objects. A “dark™ poet of the age,
Crabbe saw society entirely in terms of its exploitative mechanisms. Nature,
described as serving with a “niggard hand” seems to be the setting for suffering
in Crabbe and not something to admire and appreciate as it is for Wordsworth.
He is, therefore, a poet who must be seen as a voice against the prevalent
Romantic idealization of the peasant:

Fled are those times, when, in harmonious strains,
The rustic poet praised his native plains:

No shepherds now...
2.6.4 John Clare

John Clare (1793-1864) was a poet who combined the theme of rural
poverty with psychological studies. There are extraordinary descriptions of the
rural countryside, the seasons and the labour on farms. Like Crabbe, he disliked
the romanticization of nature — in fact he complained that Keats described
nature as “she appeared to his fancies” rather than as she was in actuality —
and preferred to point to the suffering and pains of rural life. For instance, in
The Shepherd’s Calender (1827), he described the weary thresher rather than
the joyful one. Clare’s poetry suggests a freshness and honesty that is absent
in Wordsworth’s more adored work. Clare’s poems do not possess either the
artistic finish of Wordsworth or the complex symbolism. He prefers to record
what may appear to be his naive delight in flowers and farms, but these have
a greater sense of authenticity and immediacy what Wordsworth’s carefully
crafted and obviously stylized visions of rural England.

2.6.5 Thomas Campbell

Thomas Campbell (1777-1844) wrote poems in praise of England in
The Battle of the Baltic and used America as a setting for his Gertrude of
Wyoming (1809). Lochiel’s Warning was a poem about the Jacobite Rebellions
and ye Mariners of England was an effort at patriotic lyric.
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2.6.6 Thomas Moore

Thomas Moore (1779-1852) combined sentiment with frivolity in
works such as The Fudge Family in Paris (1818), though his Lalla Rookh
(1817) was a Romantic poem in the complete sense — with its extravagance
of description and its orientalist setting.

2.6.7 Leigh Hunt

Leigh Hunt (1784-1859) celebrated the downfall of Napolean in The
Descent of Liberty: A Mask (1815). The Story of Rimini (1816) was a tragic
poem and Hunt experimented with narrative poetry again in Hero and
Leander, and Bacchus and Ariadne (1819) and in “Abou ben Adhem”, an
Oriental poem.

2.6.8 Thomas Hood

Thomas Hood’s (1799-1845) work involved the extensive use of the
grotesque and the macabre poems like The Dream of Eugene Aram, The
Hunted House and The Plea of the Midsummer Fairies. These works are
the poetic equivalent of the Gothic novel and were presumably intended to
instil horror. In his Odes and Addresses to Great People (1825), he tried his
hand at satire. Social reform was Hood’s agenda in The Lay of the Labourer,
The Workhouse Clock and The Song of the Shirt.

2.7 LET US SUM UP

The Romantic period in Europe saw the end of the dominance of the
Renaissance tradition. It saw the fragmentation of consciousness away from
the cultural authority of classical Rome. One result was the rediscovery of
local cultures, and a flowering of vernacular literatures. Romantic literature is
strong in many of the vernaculars of Europe, and is indeed most clearly seen
in the literatures which it more or less creates, notably German and Russian.
In this sense it draws on one of the strands of meaning in the complex word
‘romantic’ which derives from Old French romans, meaning a vernacular

language descended from Latin.

46



The Romantic period saw changes in philosophy, politics and religion,
as well as in the arts of literature, painting and music changes which the English
Romantic poets both articulated and symbolized. In Philosophy, the Romantic
period saw a reaction against the rationalism of the eighteenth century. It was
a reaction against a view of the physical world increasingly dominated by
science, and of the mental world by theories of Locke. The Romantic poets
rebelled against the emphasis on the material and on ‘common sense’ which
had dominated the preceding period. The two generations of English Romantic
poets were each affected by it. The older generation, Blake, Wordsworth, and
Coleridge, were young men in 1789 and were fired with revolutionary ideas.
The younger generation of poets, Byron, Shelley and Keats were less fortunate.
They grew up in a society dominated by the repression of a series of Tory
governments apprehensive that every request for freedom might open the
floodgates of revolution.

2.8 SELF- ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
Q1: What were the rules laid by neo-classical creed for writing poetry?
Ans. Following were the rules laid by neo-classical writers for writing poetry:

1) Write only what is rational, choosing your subjects from everyday life
— axioms, truths, mottoes, which have been uttered by wise men of the past.
Avoid flights of fancy and imagination. Avoid also passion and enthusiasm as

unbecoming of a gentleman. They are not ‘good form’.

2) Embellish your subject with a style that is elegant and polished. For this
confine yourself to one regular, smooth metre — that of the closed couplet —
and to polished language — language, that is to say, which has been hallowed
by poetic custom. Don’t stray beyond this stock of ‘poetic diction.” Within
these limits you may show your skill as much as you please.

Q2: What was poetry according to Wordsworth?

Ans. Poetry, according to Wordsworth, was record of “emotion recollected
in tranquillity.” Moments of inspired perception produced an emotion which
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recollected after sometime revealed its spiritual significance. In other words, it

was only when the original perception had faded away that the emotion to

which it had given rise emerged.

Q3:

Ans.

Q4:

Ans.

Qs:

Ans.

Qe6:

Ans.

Q7:

Ans.

What is the theme of Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan”?

How did French Revolution influence the Romantic Writers?

Why is Lyrical Ballads called the manifesto for the new poetry?

What were the major themes of Lord Byron’s poetry?

Comment on Keats as a sensuous poet.
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Q8:

Ans.

Q9:

Ans.

Q10:

Ans.

2.9

Why was Shelley expelled from the college?

Write a short note on Southey as a poet.

Which is the most quoted poem of Walter Savage Landor? What
is its theme?

MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS

The Prelude of Wordsworth was published in

(a) 1850

(b) 1805

(c) 1815

(d) 1801

Which of the following poems of Coleridge was conceived in a dream?

(a) “Christabel”

(b) “The Ancient Mariner”
(c) “Dejection: An Ode
(d) “Kubla Khan”
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“To generalize is to be a fool” comes from

(a) Johnson

(b) Pope
(c) Byron
(d) Blake

Which one of the following is not among early Romantic poets?

(a) Wordsworth
(b) Coleridge
(©) Southey

(d) Keats

“Dejection : An Ode” was originally intended as a letter in verse to:

(a) Wordsworth

(b) Sara Fricker

() Sara Coleridge
(d) Sara Hutchinson

The first poem in Lyrical Ballads is
(a) Tintern Abbey

(b) Rime of the Ancient Mariner
(c) Christabel

(d) The Idiot Boy

The subtitle of The Prelude is

(a) Growth of a Poet’s Mind

(b) Reflections of an Age Past

(c) Emotions Recollected in Tranquillity
(d) Beliefs of a Poet
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10.

11.

12.

The Romantic period in literature coincided with:

(a) Glorious Revolution

(b) French Revolution

(©) Bloodless Revolution

(d) Renaissance

Water, Water, Everywhere, Not a single drop to drink. These lines
are found in:

(a) Westminster Bridge

(b) Rime of the Ancient Mariner

(©) Tintern Abbey

(d) Kubla Khan

Which of the following is not a feature of Romantic poetry?

(a) Dreams, childhood and innocence

(b) Nature

() Rules formulated by classical writers

(d) Rustic life

Who launched the newspaper, The Watchman, for converting humanity?
(a) Blake

(b) Coleridge

(©) Shelley

(d) Byron

Which of the following poems of Byron is considered his greatest?

(a) “The Prisoner of Chillon”
(b) Don Juan

(¢) “Beppo”

(d) “The Vision of Judgement”
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13.

14.

15.

2.10

Shelley wrote Adonais on the death of

(a) Keats

(b) Byron
(¢) Scott

(d) Coleridge

“Our sweetest songs are those that tell of saddest thoughts” comes from

(a) Keats
(b) Shelley
(c) Hardy
(d) Arnold

Keats’ Hyperion is written in the epic style of

(a) Homer

(b) Virgil

(c) Milton

(d) Spenser

EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

What are the salient features of Romantic Poetry?

Why was Romanticism influenced by French Revolution?

Give a social and political background of English Romantic movement?
Why is Coleridge known as the ‘bard’ of Romantic movement?

“Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful emotions recollected

in tranquillity” Elaborate.

What are the salient features of the poetry of Byron and Shelley?
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2.11 ANSWER KEY

1 a 2 d
3 d 4 d
5 c 6 a
7 a 8 b
9 b 10. ¢
11. b 12. b
13. a 14. b
15. ¢

2.12 SUGGESTED READING

Dahiya, B.S. 4 New History of English Literature. New Delhi: Doaba
Publications.

Nayar, Pramod K. 4 Short History of English Literature. Bangalore:
Cambridge University Press, 2009. Print.

Rogers, Pat. The Oxford Illustrated History of English Literature.
New York: OUP, 1987. Print.
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M.A. ENGLISH : SEMESTER II

COURSE CODE : ENG 222 LESSON No. 3

POETRY-II LITERARY AND INTELLECTUAL UNIT-I
BACKGROUND OF POETRY FROM THE
PRE-ROMANTIC TO THE PRE-RAPHAELITE POETS

Victorian Poetry
STRUCTURE

3.1 Introduction

3.2 Objectives

3.3  The Victorian Age

3.4  Victorian Temper

3.5  Features of Victorian Poetry

3.6 Early Victorian Writers
3.6.1 Alfred Tennyson
3.6.2 George Meredith
3.6.3 Robert Browning
3.6.4 Elizabeth Barrett Browning
3.6.5 Matthew Arnold
3.6.6 Arthur Hugh Clough
3.6.7 James Thomson
3.6.8 Edward Fitzgerald

3.7 Let Us Sum Up

3.8 Self-Assessment Questions
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3.9  Multiple Choice Questions
3.10 Examination Oriented Questions

3.11 Answer Key
3.12 Suggested Reading

3.1 INTRODUCTION

The poetry of the Victorian era was a continuation of romanticism.
It has beauty and variety enough, but is less inspiring than the poetry of the
preceding age. The dominant figures were Tennyson and Browning, a pair
in strong contrast to each other. Tennyson, the greater and most popular
poet of his day, is now considered outmoded like everything Victorian,
while Browning a lesser artist but independent of his times, has gone up in
esteem on the strength of his bolder and more optimistic philosophy.

Although the literary scene during the Victorian literature was domi-
nated by novel, its achievement in poetry was not less significant. The
period may not have produced as great as poets as were begotten by the
preceding period of Romanticism, it did produce a number of poets who
not only carried on the poetic tradition in English but also made significant
contribution to it. Just as in Romantic period there were two generations of
poets, in the Victorian period, too, there were the Early Victorians and
Later Victorians. Among the early Victorians the most prominent poets
were Alfred Tennyson (1809-92), Robert Browning (1812-89) and Mat-
thew Arnold (1822-88). The Later Victorians were called pre-Raphaclites,
more important among whom were Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828-82),
William Morris (1836-96) and A.C Swinburne (1837-1909).

3.2 OBJECTIVES

The objective of this lesson is:

e To acquaint the learners with the social, intellectual and literary back-
ground of Victorian poetry.
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o To familiarise the learners with major trends and writers of the
Victorian period.

. To highlight the major works of the writers belonging to early
and later Victorian poets.

3.3 THE VICTORIAN AGE (1850-1900)

The Victorian age in literature is roughly taken to be between 1830
and 1890, approximately coinciding with the long reign of Queen Victoria.
This was the age of industrialization, empire and reform. Mass movement
of people from the country to London changed its demographics drasti-
cally. Poverty and exploitation increased. Family life was significantly al-
tered. Slums sprang up in and around London and pollution made its ap-
pearance. The Chartist uprisings and increasing social unrest raised fears of
a revolution similar to the recent one in France. The middle class tried to
retain an old-world morality in times when moral codes were too lax. Part
of the moral debate surrounded sexual codes, marriage, religious beliefs
and family life. Debates about faith were invariably driven by developments
in science that questioned and broke down established ideas. The Church
of England faced a crisis as people were divided along the ‘high’ and ‘low’
lines — a crisis driven in part by the conversion of Cardinal John Henry
Newman to Catholicism. Darwinism altered the prevailing views of life,
divinity, humanity and creation in the latter decades of the century.

Many writers of the mid Victorian age were involved in what even-
tually came to be known as the ‘condition of England’ debates. These
debates over morality, poverty, education, industrialization and reform are
clearly the contexts of the ‘social problem’ novel in Victorian literature.
The individual and the family were at the centre of most novels.

The major political parties of the Whigs and the Tories became the
Liberals and Conservatives. Numerous acts and the debates around them
heralded an age of reform. After much parliamentary debate, the act to
abolish slavery was passed in 1833. An Act prohibiting child labour was
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also passed in 1833. The Factory Act of the same year took account of
workers’ demands and factory working conditions. Workhouses for the
poor and the unemployed were regulated after the Poor Law of 1834. All
through the century, there were debates about the condition of both the
urban and the rural poor.

Trade-unionism became more powerful as workers banded together
against the powers of the capitalist industry owner. Writers like Richard
Cobden and Richard Jefferies wrote extensively about the degradation of
the workers and the land due to over-exploitation under capitalism. There
were major debates about the wisdom of the free trade system, especially
after the Irish famine of 1845. The Corn Laws were repealed in 1846 due

to mounting pressure.

There was a larger reading public created during this period, with
circulation libraries, newspapers and cheap novels. Circulating libraries cre-
ated a demand for three-decker (multi-volume) novels and many writers
produced serialized fiction. The theatres remained popular and places like
Covent Garden and Drury Lane saw a change in their audiences as more
members of the middle class began to acquire high cultural tastes. Darwin-
ism altered the basic thinking of the age and was to affect human intellec-
tual history as never before.

3.4 THE VICTORIAN TEMPER

A term that is often used to describe Victorian attitudes, “Victorian
temper” refers to the multiple strands of ideology and thinking that pre-
vailed during the period. Political and social thought was divided between
the Conservatives and the Liberals. The Conservatives favoured social hi-
erarchy and had a taste for older art and thinking while the Liberals be-
lieved in a utilitarian philosophy of individual and collective action.

The Victorian temper is also marked by a great divide between the
believers and the agnostics. Among the believers are Cardinal Newman and
John Ruskin. The agnostics included figures like George Eliot, Charles Dar-
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win, Thomas Hardy and the Pre-Raphaelites. Others like G.M Hopkins swerved
between faith and non-belief. There were also liberal Christians like Charles
Dickens and the great evangelicals working in the colonies.

The Victorian temper was marked by social hypocrisy about sexu-
ality. The clash between faith and science was prominent in the intellectual
debates of the age. The Victorian temper was marked by a fascination for
technology and scientific developments. In terms of the arts, the Victorian
temper was caught between ideas of the moral function of art and drive
towards a pure aestheticism.

3.5 FEATURES OF VICTORIAN POETRY

e Victorian poets relied on classical and traditional forms and ideas.
e Some use of archaic form, especially by Tennyson.

e Used classical allusions.

e Use of local, colloquial speech and dialect, especially in Clough.
e Experimented with language, using earlier forms of versification.

e Anxiety over religion, science and tradition.

e C(Classicism, medievalism and aestheticism influenced several poets.
e Melancholia and a concern with the past.

e C(risis of faith in most of the major poets.

e Memory and the past figure prominently.

The Victorian age produced some of the best known poets in the
English language. The influences on these poets were many: from medi-
evalism to the industrial revolution and from Darwinian theories to the
expanding British empire. The poetry produced was thus diverse, with
many genres, themes and styles.

3.6 EARLY VICTORIAN WRITERS
3.6.1 Alfred Tennyson

Alfred Tennyson (1809-92), the third son of a Lincolnshire clergyman,
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was educated at Louth Grammar School and Trinity College, Cambridge. He
is the most significant poet of Victorian period in terms of output and influ-
ence. Tennyson’s career spanned most of the Victorian age and the nine-
teenth century. He was influenced by the English Romantics, who held sway
during his college days at Cambridge. Poems, Chiefly Lyrical (1830) dem-
onstrates this influence. Sections of Recollections of Arabian Nights and
Mariana also show Romantic touches. Tennyson was also an extremely eru-
dite poet, with a wide breath of classical learning. The death of his close
friend Arthur Hallam resulted in one of the most famous poems in the English
language, In Memoriam, published in the year he succeeded Wordsworth as
England’s Poet Laureate (1850). This elegy, steeped in spirituality and emo-
tional turmoil, is a good example of the meditative poem, of which Tennyson
is undoubtedly one of the masters. /n Memoriam is also important because
it stands as a good instance of the Victorian crisis of faith: caught between
traditional belief (religion and spirituality) and the new science (Darwinism,
geology, and industrialism). Tennyson suggests that science and poetry see
Nature in different yet equally valid ways. At a time when nature was being
systematically studied, explored and exploited, poets such as Tennyson sought
to revive a kind of Romantic awe for Nature’s beauty. Eventually, Tennyson
preferred tradition to new belief systems. His “Maud (1853) was an interest-
ing experiment in what is known as “monodrama”, where the entire poem is
a series of episodes presented through soliloquies. Emotional and fragmented,
these poems came to be associated with what is derogatorily termed the
“spasmodic school”. The poems were used to reveal the condition of the
speaker’s mind — with all its emotional upheavals, madness and passions. In
his famous “Tears, Idle Tears” (1847), he writes:

Tears, idle tears, I know not what they mean,
Tears from the depth of some divine despair
Rise in the heart, and gather to the eyes,

In looking on the happy Autumn-fields,

And thinking of the days that are no more.
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In “Mariana”, Tennyson captures the tormented soul with the refrain

“My Life is dreary,

He cometh not”, she said;

She said, “I am aweary, aweary,
I would that I were dead.”

Poems like “The Lady of Shallot” are good examples of Tennyson’s
power of description. The poem is famous for its death-scene:

With a glassy countenance

Did she look to Camelot.

And at the closing of the day

She loosed the chain, and down she lay;
The broad stream bore her far away,
The Lady of Shallot.

Lying, robed in snowy white

That loosely flew to left and right —
The leaves upon her falling light —
Thro’ the noises of the night

She floated down to Camelot:

And as the boat-head wound along
The willowy hills and fields among,
They heard her singing her last song,
The Lady of Shallot.

Heard a carol, mournful, holy,
Chanted loudly, chanted lowly,
Till her blood was frozen slowly,

And her eyes were darken’d wholly,
Turn’d to tower’d Camelot.
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Tennyson’s greatest project was the poetic equivalent of the histori-
cal novel. In the time of uncertainty over tradition, he turned to the medi-
eval ages and the result was Idylls of the King (1859). Incorporating the
Arthurian legends and the Holy Grail myth, /dylls presents the most sus-
tained Victorian attempt at allegory. The poem has some powerful pas-
sages, especially those dealing with the battle scenes and death of Arthur
as seen in the following lines:

For friend and foe were shadows in the mist

And friend slew friend not knowing whom he slew;

And shouts of heathen and the traitor knights,
Oaths, insult, filth, and monstrous blasphemies,
Sweat, writhings, anguish, labouring of the lungs
In that close mist, and cryings for the light,
Moans of the dying, and voices of the dead.

Last, as by some one deathbed after wail

Of suffering, silence follows, or thro’ death

Or deathlike swoon, thus over all that shore,
Save for some whisper of the seething seas,

A dead hush fell; but when the dolorous day
Grew drearier toward twilight falling, came

A bitter wind, clear from the North, and blew
The mist aside, and with that wind the tide
Rose, and the pale King glanced across the field
Of battle: but no man was moving there;

Tennyson’s “Tithonus”, “The Lotos Eaters” and “Ulysses” returned to
Greek and Roman legends. In Greek mythology, Tithonus was the brother
of Priam, King of Troy. He was so beautiful that Eos or Aurora, the goddess
of dawn fell in love with him. At his request the goddess made him immortal,
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but he forgot to request eternal youth. The result was that he became old and
shrivelled, a mere shadow. Life became unbearable, he prayed the goddess
to restore him to earth and he was turned into a grass hopper. In Tennyson’s
poem he bewails his ‘cruel immortaity’, ‘this gray shadow’, once a man.” He
envies the fate ‘Of happy men that have the power to die’. It is foolish to

desire immortality in the flesh:

Why should a man desire in any way
To vary from the kindly race of men
Or pass beyond the goal of ordinance

Where all should pause, as is most meet for all?

“The Lotos Eater” deals with the Greek mariners who decide to stay
on in the land of the lotus-fruit typify the class of people who are content
to rest on their oars-people who think they have toiled enough and are
entitled to spend their remaining days in slothful ease. They rationalise their
attitude by arguing that ‘Death is the end of life; ah, why/ Should life all

labour be? There is no true joy but calm!’

In “Ulysses” the aged Ulysses “Cannot rest from travel; I will drink
life to the lees”. He thinks it would be vile to hoard his life “for some three
suns” when his aged spirit still yearns for knowledge and adventure. Every
hour can bring ‘new things’. “Strong in will”, he exhorts his companions,
old and tired as they are, “to strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.”

True joy, he finds, is in constant endeavour.

Among his later poems, The Princess (1847) is most charming. This
poem deals with women’s rights and their higher education. Starting in a
mock heroic style, it ends on a serious note. This poem is also called “A
Medley”. Fantasy, romance, humour, pathos, suspense, drama, serious
thought — all are woven together to make a tale that is as heart-warming

as it is instructive. Tennyson’s thesis about man-woman relationship is that:
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The woman’s cause is man’s; they rise or sink
Together, dwarf’d or godlike, bond or free

For woman is not undevelopt man,

But diverse; could we but make her as the man,
Sweet love were slain: his dearest bond is this,
Not like to like, but like in difference.

The question of equality or inequality is irrelevant,
Seeing either sex alone

Is half itself, and in true marriage lies

Nor equal, nor unequal; each fulfils

Defect in each . . . .

In short, man and woman have distinct individualities and are compli-

mentary to each other.

In Memorium (1850) is in the memory of Tennyson’s friend Arthur
Henry Hallam. It was written at intervals between 1833 and 1850. It is not one
poem but a series of short poems reflecting the poet’s varying mood of grief
over a period of seventeen years. It has two strains, one personal and one
universal, which keep merging one into the other. The poet’s grief for his dead
friend and his desire to meet him in the flesh is gradually transformed into a
sense of mystic or spiritual union — a realization, that is to say, that Hallam has
become one with nature and God, any Tennyson can find him everywhere.

Tennyson, is not only a great poetic artist but also an influential sage
and spokesman of Victorian era. The characteristic form of his poetry is the
Idyll and its characteristic matter faith.

3.6.2 George Meredith

George Meredith wrote a substantial volume of poetry, though only
his Modern Love (1862) has stayed popular. In Meredith the poet phi-
losophy comes first. To preach this he sacrifices poetic beauty. He could
write lovely lyrics and there are passages of bewitching beauty in some
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of his Nature poems in Poems and Lyrics of the Joy of Earth (1883),
and 4 Reading of Earth (1888). Outside these, his most famous work is
Modern Love, a series of fifty sonnets of sixteen lines each, telling, in
Meredith’s obscure manner, the tragic story of passionate married love
leading to quarrels, misunderstandings, jealousy and infidelity, and ulti-
mately ending in separation and the death of wife by poison. Meredith’s
sharp perception of human psychology is testified by the following lines
which have become proverbial:

In tragic life, God wot
No villain need be! Passions spin the plot.

We are betrayed by what is false within.
3.6.3 Robert Browning

Robert Browning (1812-89), whose career paralleled Tennyson’s was
also influenced by the classical poets as well as the English Romantics. His
first major work Paracelsus appeared in 1835. This work is full of classical
allusions and obscure imagery, a tone that solidifies with Sordello (1840). In
his later works, Browning discovered his favourite style, the dramatic mono-
logue. His collection Dramatis Personae (1864) showed the influences of
contemporary scientific theories. Between 1868 and 1869, he published The
Ring and the Book, which established his reputation as the greatest poet of
his age after Tennyson. The monologues here thematize questions that are
characteristic of the age: knowledge, truth, evidence and faith.

Dramatic monologues enable Browning to explore the construction
of the self. They are in the form of ironic gazes directed inwards. Browning’s
most famous poems are fine portraits as well. “Fra Lippo Lippi” has the
brash, irreverent and naughty bishop, exposing the hypocrisy of monaster-
ies and religion. “Andrea del Sarto” is a monologue by a painter whose
career is going downhill. These poems, like most of the Browning’s works,
also showcase Victorian concerns like the limits of human knowledge and
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ambition, fate and destiny, loveless relationships and faith. “Andrea del
Sarto” has Browning’s famous query:

A man’s reach should exceed his grasp

Or what’s a heaven for?

In “My Last Duchess”, Browning’s conversational style explores the
Duke’s cool, ironic look at his life and love:

She had
A heart — how shall I say? — too soon made glad,
Too easily impressed; she liked whate’er

She looked on, and her looks went everywhere.

The woman subject does not speak at all and is spoken for. This was
a common theme in Browning, where the male speaker speaks on the behalf
of the woman, even describing her emotional states (“Poryphyria’s Lover” is

another famous example).

Browning’s lyrics are concerned with love and faith — two themes that

figure in almost all his works. In “Two in the Campagna” the speaker asks:

Let us, O my dove,

Let us be unashamed of soul,

As earth lies bare to heaven above!
How is it under our control

To love or not to love?

His characterization — of lovers, husbands and others — is powerful
and the use of the dramatic monologue enables him to engage with the
mental and emotional states of his characters. His Chide Roland, published
in his Men and Women in 1855, returned to medieval themes of heroism,
quest and romance. Highly figurative, dramatic and experimental, with a
brooding, nightmarish landscape, this poem about a knight’s quest and
suffering is surreal in parts and recalls the romances of an earlier era:
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... grey plain all round:
Nothing but plain to the horizon’s bound.
I might go on; nought else remained to do.

The image of heroism is what concludes the poem. Trapped, with
his end in sight and facing a huge power that threatens to overwhelm him,
the knight takes out his slug-horn and blows at the tower:

What in the midst lay but the Tower itself?
The round squat turret, blind as the fool’s heart
Built of brown stone, without a counterpart

In the whole world.

Names in my ears
Of all the lost adventurers my peers, -
How such a one was strong, and such was bold,
And such was fortunate, yet each of old
Lost, lost! One moment knelled the woe of years.
There they stood, ranged along the hillsides, met
To view the last of me, a living frame
For one more picture! In a sheet of flame
I saw them and I knew them all. And yet
Dauntless the slug-horn to my lips I set,
And blew. “Childe Roland to the Dark Tower came.”

This poem is often treated as an allegory of Victorian heroism in the
face of spiritual uncertainty.

3.6.4 Elizabeth Barrett Browning
Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806-61), six years older than her

husband, was regarded in her time as the greatest woman-poet of En-
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gland. Today she is better known by the romantic circumstances of her
marriage and elopement with Robert Browning. Their love-story, so often
told, is now a classic of romance in real life since Rudolph Besier’s play,
The Barrets of Wimpole Street (1930). Like, Browning, she produced
her best work Sonnets from the Portuguese (1850) under the influence
of love. The sonnets, forty four in number, reflect the whole course of
their love and courtship. The puzzle of “the Portuguese” is explained by
the fact that Browning used to call her “my little Portuguese” from her
poem “Catarina to Comoens.” Before her marriage, she had attained fame
by a volume of short lyrics including Cowper’s Grave (1838) and The
Cry of Children (1844). Cowper’s Grave is remarkable for its tender
pity and Christian piety. The Cry of Children is a strong protest against
the employment of children in coal-mines and factories. She overcame an
early Romantic influence, especially that of Byron, to turn to social themes
of class and women. Of the poems written during the remaining ten years
of her life, Aurora Leigh (1857), is most important. It is a modern ro-
mance in blank verse. Almost epical in length, it deals in an outspoken
manner with the social problems of the time, especially problems of Vic-
torian women. The opinions expressed by Aurora Leigh, an orphan who
marries her cousin, a blind and impoverished philanthropist, are those of
the author herself. Her Aurora Leigh, though rather loosely structured, is
full of intense moments. Suffering and poverty as well as exploitation and
courage mark Elizabeth Browning’s most famous work:

I was just thirteen,

Still growing like the plants from unseen roots
In tongue-tied Springs, - and suddenly awoke
To full life and life’s needs and agonies,

With an intense, strong, struggling heart beside
A stone-dead father.

The poem also captures the degree of social control being exerted by
the elite and the powerful over the lower classes:

67



The lord-lieutenant looking down sometimes
From the empyrean to assure their souls
Against chance-vulgarisms, and, in the abyss
The apothecary, looked on once a year
To prove their soundness of humility.
Unlike her husband and the other Victorians, Elizabeth Browning saw

the obsession with the past as unhealthy and argued that the poet needs to
“represent the age.”

3.6.5 Matthew Arnold

Matthew Arnold (1822-88), next great poet after Tennyson and
Browning, was a classicist and pessimist. He exhibits remarkable control
over diction in his mature poetry. Deeply philosophical and reflective,
Arnold’s major works are his shorter poems.

Arnold is sometimes called the third great Victorian poet, along with
Alfred Tennyson and Robert Browning. Arnold was keenly aware of his
place in poetry. In an 1869 letter to his mother, he wrote:

My poems represent, on the whole, the main movement of mind of
the last quarter of a century, and thus they will probably have their day
as people become conscious to themselves of what that movement of
mind is, and interested in the literary productions which reflect it. It might
be fairly urged that I have less poetical sentiment than Tennyson and less
intellectual vigour and abundance than Browning; yet because I have
perhaps more of a fusion of the two than either of them, and have more
regularly applied that fusion to the main line of modern development, [ am
likely enough to have my turn as they have had theirs.

Stefan Collini regards this as “an exceptionally frank, but not un-
just, self-assessment. ... Arnold’s poetry continues to have scholarly at-
tention lavished upon it, in part because it seems to furnish such striking
evidence for several central aspects of the intellectual history of the nine-
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teenth century, especially the corrosion of ‘Faith’ by ‘Doubt’. No poet,
presumably, would wish to be summoned by later ages merely as an
historical witness, but the sheer intellectual grasp of Arnold’s verse ren-
ders it peculiarly liable to this treatment.”

Harold Bloom echoes Arnold’s self-characterization in his intro-
duction (as series editor) to the Modern Critical Views volume on Arnold:
“Arnold got into his poetry what Tennyson and Browning scarcely needed
(but absorbed anyway), the main march of mind of his time.” Of his
poetry, Bloom says,

“Whatever his achievement as a critic of literature, society, or reli-
gion, his work as a poet may not merit the reputation it has continued to
hold in the twentieth century. Arnold is, at his best, a very good but highly
derivative poet.... As with Tennyson, Hopkins, and Rossetti, Arnold’s domi-
nant precursor was Keats, but this is an unhappy puzzle, since Arnold
(unlike the others) professed not to admire Keats greatly, while writing his
own elegiac poems in a diction, meter, imagistic procedure, that are embar-

rassingly close to Keats.”

Sir Edmund Chambers noted, however, that “in a comparison be-
tween the best works of Matthew Arnold and that of his six greatest con-
temporaries... the proportion of work which endures is greater in the case
of Matthew Arnold than in any one of them.” Chambers judged Arnold’s

poetic vision by:

“its simplicity, lucidity, and straightforwardness; its literalness...; the
sparing use of aureate words, or of far-fetched words, which are all the
more effective when they come; the avoidance of inversions, and the gen-
eral directness of syntax, which gives full value to the delicacies of a varied

rhythm, and makes it, of all verse that [ know, the easiest to read aloud.”

He has a primary school named after him in Liverpool, where he died,
and secondary schools named after him in Oxford and Staines.
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His literary career, leaving out the two prize poems, had begun in 1849
with the publication of The Strayed Reveller and Other Poems by A., which
attracted little notice and was soon withdrawn. It contained what is perhaps
Arnold’s most purely poetical poem, “The Forsaken Merman.” Empedocles
on Etna and Other Poems (among them “Tristram and Iseult”), published in
1852, had a similar fate. In 1858 he published his tragedy of Merope, calcu-
lated, he wrote to a friend, “rather to inaugurate my Professorship with dignity
than to move deeply the present race of humans,” and chiefly remarkable for
some experiments in unusual — and unsuccessful — metres.

His 1867 poem, “Dover Beach,” depicted a nightmarish world from
which the old religious verities have receded. It is sometimes held up as an
early, if not the first, example of the modern sensibility. In a famous preface
to a selection of the poems of William Wordsworth, Arnold identified, a little
ironically, as a “Wordsworthian.” The influence of Wordsworth, both in ideas
and in diction, is unmistakable in Arnold’s best poetry. Arnold’s poem, “Dover
Beach” was included in Ray Bradbury’s novel, Fahrenheit 451, and is also
featured prominently in the novel Saturday by Ian McEwan. It has also been
quoted or alluded to in a variety of other contexts. Though a love poem, it is
more rhetorical than lyrical. It is so popular because it contains the most
memorable expression of Arnold’s grief at his loss of faith:

The sea of Faith

Was once, too, at the full and round earth’s shore
Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furl’d

But now I only hear

Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,

Retreating, to the breath

Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear
And naked shingles of the world.

Ah, love, let us be true

To one another! For the world, which seems
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To lie before us like a land of dreams,

So various, so beautiful, so new,

Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,

Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help, nor pains;
And we are here as on a darkling plain

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and fight,

Where ignorant armies clash by night.

Some critics consider Arnold to be the bridge between Romanticism
and Modernism. His use of symbolic landscapes was typical of the Romantic
era, while his skeptical and pessimistic perspective was typical of the
Modern era. The rationalistic tendency of certain of his writings gave offence
to many readers, and the sufficiency of his equipment in scholarship for
dealing with some of the subjects which he handled was called in question,
but he undoubtedly exercised a stimulating influence on his time. His writings
are characterised by the finest culture, high purpose, sincerity, and a style of
great distinction, and much of his poetry has an exquisite and subtle beauty,
though here also it has been doubted whether high culture and wide knowl-
edge of poetry did not sometimes take the place of true poetic fire. Henry
James wrote that Matthew Arnold’s poetry will appeal to those who “like
their pleasures rare” and who like to hear the poet “taking breath.”

The mood of Arnold’s poetry tends to be of plaintive reflection, and
he is restrained in expressing emotion. He felt that poetry should be the
‘criticism of life’ and express a philosophy. Arnold’s philosophy is that true
happiness comes from within, and that people should seek within them-
selves for good, while being resigned in acceptance of outward things and
avoiding the pointless turmoil of the world. However, he argues that we
should not live in the belief that we shall one day inherit eternal bliss. If we
are not happy on earth, we should moderate our desires rather than live in
dreams of something that may never be attained. This philosophy is clearly
expressed in such poems as “Dover Beach” and in these lines from “Stan-
zas from the Grande Chartreuse™:
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Wandering between two worlds, one dead
The other powerless to be born,
With nowhere yet to rest my head

Like these, on earth I wait forlorn.

Arnold valued natural scenery for its peace and permanence in
contrast with the ceaseless change of human things. His descriptions are
often picturesque, and marked by striking similes. However, at the same
time he liked subdued colours, mist and moonlight. He seems to prefer the
‘spent lights’ of the sea-depths in “The Forsaken Merman” to the village
life preferred by the merman’s lost wife.

In his poetry he derived not only the subject matter of his narrative
poems from various traditional or literary sources but even much of the
romantic melancholy of his earlier poems from Senancour’s “Obermann”.
Sohrab and Rustum is a mini-epic in blank verse. The story is taken from
the Shah Nama of the eleventh century Persian poet Firdausi. Rustum, a
Persian hero, marries the daughter of a neighbouring king. But soon leaves
the court in quest of adventure. While he is away his son Sohrab is born
and grows up to become the hero of his grand-father’s army. War breaks
between the two countries and their armies encamp on the banks of the
Oxus. A single combat between the champions of the two armies is arranged
and Sohrab is mortally wounded by Rustum. The dying son is recognized
by the father by a gold bracelet which he had given to his wife. They weep
in each other’s arms , Sohrab dies, and the war ends. Rustum goes back
home stricken with grief and remorse.

The Scholar Gypsy, a pastoral poem, is based upon an old legend
related by Joseph Glanvil, a seventeenth century clergyman in his Vanity of
Dogmatising, of a young student of Oxford who forced by poverty, left the
University and joined the band of wandering gipsies. The scholar, though
dead and buried two hundred years before is used by Arnold as a symbol
to bemoan the fate of his own generation that suffers from “this strange

72



disease of modern man.With its sick hurry, its divided aims”. The scholar
has perennial youth and is still roaming the Oxford countryside, because he
early escaped from the distracted life of civilization with its mental strife,
half-belief, multifarious schemes, shocks and disappointments.

3.6.6 Arthur Hugh Clough

Arthur Hugh Clough (1819-61) suffered a spiritual crisis, which he
sought to explain and explicate in much of his poetry. Science did not seem,
to Clough, to offer much courage or stability either. His longer poems are:
The Bothie, Amours de Voyage and Dipsychus. He also wrote many lyrics.

The Bothie a “Long-Vacation pastoral”, his principal poem, de-
scribes a trip of Oxford students to the Highlands. There are descriptions
of Highland scenery and a love-story in which Philip Hewson, an Oxford
radical, marries Elpsie, a Village girl and they emigrate to New Zealand
where they settle down to farming. The poem is in harsh hexametres.

Amours de Voyage is a series of amusing letters in hexametres
telling the story of an English love-affair in Italy during the Italian revo-
lution. The progress of the love-affair between Claude and Mary Travellyn
is reported through letters. Claude writes too his friend Eustace, and
Mary to Louisa, a friend of the family. Claude is half-hearted in love as
in religion and politics. He is all sympathy for the Italian cause, but makes
all sorts of excuses for not participating in the struggle:

Why not fight? — in the first place, I haven’t so much as a musket;
In the next, if I had, I shouldn’t know how to use it;

In the third, just at present, I’'m studying ancient marbles;

In the fourth, I consider I owe my life to my country;

In the fifth, - I forget, but four good reasons are ample.
Meantime, pray let’em fight and be killed.

I delight in devotion.

So that I’list not, hurrah for the glorious army of martyrs!
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Dipsychus (double-souled) is a poem which deals with “the conflict
between the tender conscience and the world.” This is represented by a
debate between Dipsychus and Mephistopheles. The letter commends
Commonsense whose motto is “to submit” to the ways of the world, al-
though they are not too honest. After stout resistance, Dipsychus succumbs
to the devil’s counsel and comes to grief. He rises to the position of Lord
Chief Justice through a beautiful woman whom he deserts afterwards to
marry another. At the height of his career the woman begs him to take her
back, but he refuses. Pricked by conscience he gets a seizure and dies.

The basic similarities between Arnold and Clough may, at first sight,
tempt one to dismiss Clough with the remark that he is a minor Arnold.
But there are significant differences. Both suffered from spiritual unrest
born of religious doubt, but while Arnold struggled through to a working
philosophy of life, the conflict in Clough was much too strong for him to
achieve any positive hold on life. Arnold speaks of God and religion with
humility and reverence; Clough with a degree of levity that repels many.
Finally Clough shows a sense of humour which is totally absent in Arnold.
Though a much lesser poet, he represents even more emphatically than
Arnold the conflict between religion and the intellectual developments of
the time in which he lived.

This conflict is the very substance of his poetry. A sincere searcher
after truth, he was bewildered by life, which seemed to have no meaning.
We do not know whence we come and where we go. But we plod on,
struggle on, and the joy of struggle is all we know.

3.6.7 James Thomson

James Thomson (1834-82) signed himself B.V to show his admira-
tion for Shelley and Novalis, the German Romantic poet of 18 century. He
painted a searing portrait of modernity in The City of Dreadful Night,
which anticipates the dystopic visions of Eliot and other modernists. In the
poem, the streets, river and the people appear to suffer a death-in-life state,
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imaged as “the desert of life” by Thomson. The city itself seems to brood
under the eyes of a huge statue — that of Melancholia. The most famous section
of the poem is “As I came through the desert” which captures much of

Thomson’s tone:

As I came through the desert thus it was,

As I came through the desert: All was black,

In heaven no single star, on earth no track;

A brooding hush without a stir or note,

The air so thick it clotted in my throat;

And thus for hours; then some enormous things
Swooped past with savage cries and clanking wings:
But I strode on austere;

No hope could have no fear.

Some critics call Thomson a “laureate of pessimism”. He wrote some

fine lyrics also, which might save him from “dateless oblivion.”
3.6.8 Edward Fitzgerald

Edward Fitzgerald (1809-83) of Irish stock was a great friend of
Tennyson and Thackeray. Tennyson dedicated his Tieresias to him and
Thackeray when going to America in 1852. He was a man of means and
lived in a country like a gentleman hermit passing his time in reading,
yachting, gardening and cultivating friendships. He was a scholar of Greek,
Spanish and Persian. His first publication was Euphrantor, a charming
prose dialogue on youth. He translated eight dramas from Spanish and
three from Greek. But what made him immortal was his free translation or
adaptation of the quatrains or Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam. Whatever
liberties he may have taken with the original, Persian scholars are agreed
that he has substantially reproduced the doctrine of Omar, an eleventh
century Persian poet. This doctrine is a mixture of scepticism, fatalism
and hedonism, the last being the most important. For though life is short
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and death certain, we can still make the most of what life has to offer.
The poet’s advice is to live for the day and not bother about tomorrow,
“To take the Cash and let the Credit go.”

The impact of the Rubaiyat on the Victorians was startling. It wak-
ened them to the Oriental view of life, especially its fatalism, which is so
foreign to the Western mind. Hedonism they knew, but it was never pre-
sented more charmingly. The slow, haunting music of the stanza and the
perfect word and phrase make the poem an ideal companion for an indo-
lent hour. Fitzgerald was only a translator, not a creator in the technical
sense, but as Swinburne said, “ His daring genius gave Omar Khayyam a
place forever among the greatest English poets”-

Some for the Glories of This World; and some
Sigh for the Prophet’s Paradise to come;
Ah, take the Cash, and let the Credit go,

Nor heed the rumble of a distant Drum!
3.7 LET US SUM UP

Victorian British poetry, spanning the 19th century, witnessed a diverse
range of poetic expressions and themes. The period began with a continuation
of Romantic ideals but evolved to reflect the impact of industrialization, urban-
ization, and social changes. Poets such as Alfred Lord Tennyson and Robert
Browning explored the complexities of love, faith, and the human condition.
The Victorian era also saw the emergence of the dramatic monologue, a form
extensively used by Browning to delve into psychological insights. Additionally,
poets like Christina Rossetti engaged with themes of female identity, mortality,
and spirituality, contributing to the rich and varied landscape of Victorian poetry.

3.8 SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
Q1: What are the salient features of Victorian Poetry?
Ans. Salient features of Victorian poetry are:

e Victorian poets relied on classical and traditional forms and ideas.
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e Some use of archaic form, especially by Tennyson.

e Used classical allusions.

e Use of local, colloquial speech and dialect, especially in Clough.
e Experimented with language, using earlier forms of versification.

e Anxiety over religion, science and tradition.

e C(Classicism, medievalism and aestheticism influenced several poets.
e Melancholia and a concern with the past.

e Crisis of faith in most of the major poets.

e Memory and the past figure prominently.
Q2: Write a short note on VictorianTemper.

Ans. A term that is often used to describe Victorian attitudes, “Victorian
temper” refers to the multiple strands of ideology and thinking that pre-
vailed during the period. Political and social thought was divided between
the Conservatives and the Liberals. The Conservatives favoured social hi-
erarchy and had a taste for older art and thinking while the Liberals be-
lieved in a utilitarian philosophy of individual and collective action.

The Victorian temper is also marked by a great divide between the
believers and the agnostics. Among the believers are Cardinal Newman and
John Ruskin. The agnostics included figures like George Eliot, Charles Dar-
win, Thomas Hardy and the Pre-Raphaelites. Others like G.M Hopkins
swerved between faith and non-belief. There were also liberal Christians
like Charles Dickens and the great evangelicals working in the colonies.

Q3: Who, among the early Victorian writers was a poet cum critic?

Ans.
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Q 4: Why does Arnold call poetry a “Criticism of Life” ?
Ans.

QS: Write a short note on Tennyson’s Idylls of the Kings.
Ans.

Qeé: What is the theme of Arnold’s The Scholar Gypsy?

Ans.

Q7: Among the Victorian writers, what is the place of Elizabeth

Barrett Browning?

Ans.

Q8:  Briefly describe the major works of Robert Browning.

Ans.
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Q9:

Ans.

Q10:
Ans.

3.8

What is the theme of Dover Beach?

Describe Thyrisis by Arnold as an elegy.

MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS

The Victorian Age can be called the age of
a) Faith

b) Doubt

c¢) Revolution

d) Romance

Which is the best known poem of Tennyson?
a) In Memoriam

b) The Princess

c) Ildylles of the King

d) Enocj Garden

Who is the most representative poet of the Victorian age?
a) Arnold

b) Browning

¢) Swinburne

d) Tennyson
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“Knowledge comes but wisdom lingers’
These lines appear in the work of

a) Shakespeare

b) Milton

c) Wordsworth

d) Tennyson

Which of the following is Browning’s earliest work?

a) Pauline

b) Paracelsus

c) Pippa Passes

d) Bells and Pomegranates

Who is known for his poetic excellence in “Dramatic Monologue™?
a) Tennyson

b) Browning

c) Arnold

d) Hardy

Who, among the following, is the author of Dramatis Personae?

a) John Donne

b) Robert Browning

c) T.S Eliot

d) Dylan Thomas

Which of the following works of Elizabeth Barrett Browning is best
known and also autobiographical, covering her affair with Browning?
a) An Essay on Mind: with Other Poems

b) Prometheus Unbound

c) The Seraphin and other Poems

d) Sonnets from the Portuguese
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9. The predominant mood in Arnold’s poetry is that of
a) Joy
b) Melancholy
¢) Optimism
d) Pessimism
10.  Sohrab and Rustum by Arnold is on
a) An Irish theme
b) An Indian theme
c) A Persian theme

d) A Puritan theme

3.9 EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

l. Explain the chief trends of Victorian age.

2. Give an elaborate account of Tennyson as a poet?

3. What are the major themes in Arnold’s Poetry?

4. Attempt a thematic analysis of The Scholar Gypsy

5. What does Mrs. Browning highlight in her Aurora Leigh?

3.10 ANSWER KEY

1. b 2. a
3. d 4. d
5 a 6. b
7 b 8. d
9 b 10. ¢
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3.1 SUGGESTED READING
The Routledge Companion to Victorian Age.

Rogers, Pat. The Oxford Illustrated History of English Literature.
New York: OUP, 1987. print
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M.A. ENGLISH : SEMESTER II

COURSE CODE : ENG 222 LESSON No. 4

POETRY-II LITERARY AND INTELLECTUAL UNIT-1
BACKGROUND OF POETRY FROM THE
PRE-ROMANTIC TO THE PRE-RAPHAELITE POETS

Pre-Raphaelite or Later Victorian Poetry

STRUCTURE

4.1  Introduction

4.2  Objectives

4.3 Spasmodics

4.4  Later Victorian or Pre-Raphaelite Poetry Background
4.5  Pre-Raphaelites or later Victorian Poets

4.5.1 Dante Gabriel Rossetti
4.5.2 William Morris

4.5.3 A.C Swinburne

4.5.4 G.M Hopkins

4.5.5 Christina Rossetti
4.5.6 Robert Bridges

4.5.7 W.E Henley

4.5.8 Coventry Patmore

4.6 Women Poets
4.7 Let Us Sum Up
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4.8  Self-Assessment Questions

4.9  Multiple Choice Questions

4.10 Examination Oriented Questions
4.11 Answer Key

4.12 Suggested Reading

4.1 INTRODUCTION

The Pre-Raphaelites were a group of poets influenced by the visual
arts. It included the Rossetti, William Morris and A.C Swineburne and owed
much to the paintings of the contemporary William Holman Hunt. Others
associated, at least partially, with the group included the influential philosopher
John Ruskin and the noted painters Edward Burne-Jones and John Everett
Millias. They were all great admirers of Raphael, whom they saw as the high
point of Renaissance art. The Pre-Raphaelites deliberately invoked medieval
images and aesthetics in their work. They used symbolism in poetry especially
from theology and religion. There was also a major strand that dealt with

love, especially tragic love and mortality.

They were criticized for being too concerned with the body. Their
poetry and paintings often portrayed voluptuous bodies. The Pre-Raphaelites
attempted to combine a hard realism and heavy symbolism, seeking to
make a comment on contemporary society while simultaneously suggesting

a higher state of being.
4.2 OBJECTIVES

The objective of this lesson is to

o Acquaint the learners with a different kind of poetry that emerged
during later period of Victorian age- the pre-Raphaelite poetry.

o Familiarise the learners with major writers of the period and their works.

. Give a glimpse of women writers of Victorian period.
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4.3 SPASMODICS

The Spasmodic school flourished about the middle of the nineteenth
century. It included J.P. Bailey, Sidney Dobell and Alexander Smith. They
were called Spasmodics because they were supposed to have spasms or
fits of romanticism reflected in their poetry. They attempted to out-do the
romantic poets by excess of every kind — exuberant fancy, rich imagery,
and verbosity. They were immensely popular in their time, though the sham
was detected by quite a few of the discerning critics. Bailey attained great
fame as the writer of Festus, a huge dramatic poem on the “Faust” legend.
It was praised even by such men as Tennyson and Thackeray.

The term “Spasmodic” was coined by W.E Aytoun, a Scottish lawyer
and man of letters. He parodied the Spasmodic School in his Firmilian, or
the Student of Badajoz, A Spasmodic Tragedy. Firmilian, a student at the
University of Badajoz, rejects as useless one after other the conventional
studies in theology, law, medicine and philosophy, and takes to poetry. The
god Pan advises him to live for himself alone, to gratify all his appetites
undeterred by any scruples. Firmilian thereupon enters upon a career of
crime and cruelty to learn at first hand the experiences of a murderer, so
that in his tragedy on the subject of Cain, the first murderer, he may
adequately paint the mental spasms that tortured him. Firmilian’s crimes
lead to funny results.

Aytoun’s other popular works which enjoyed contemporary popularity
are: Lays of the Scottish Cavaliars and Bon Gaultier Ballads. “Bon Gaultier”
was the pseudonym adopted by Sir Theodore Martin, a lawyer, who
collaborated with Aytoun in writing the ballads. The ballads are parodies of
many poets and styles such as Tennyson, Macaulay, Mrs. Browning, etc.

4.4 LATER VICTORIAN POETRY OR PRE-RAPHAELITE POETRY

Background

“Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood” is a confusing term which refers to both
art and literature in 19th century England. The reason for the confusion is a

85



claim, found in many critical accounts, that there were essentially two different
movements of this name, appearing in succession. There have been at
least a few attempts at classifying the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood as a
circle of friends, artists, poets and theoreticians. Critics have divided the
achievements of this short-lived movement into periods and formal stages
of the members’ artistic lives. Founded in 1849, the original Brotherhood
included William Holman Hunt, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, John Everett Millais,
William Michael Rossetti, James Collinson, Thomas Woolner, and F. G.
Stephens. In addition to the formal members of the PRB, other
contemporary personalities formed the so-called “Pre-Raphaelite circle,”
which included the painters Ford Madox Brown and Charles Collins, the
poet Christina Rossetti, the artist and social critic John Ruskin, the painter-
poet William Bell Scott, and the sculptor-poet John Lucas Tupper. In the
later stages of the movement’s existence, artists like J. W. Inchnold,
Edward Burne-Jones, and William Morris joined the circle and, in the
case of a few, greatly shaped the group’s artistic life. The most prominent
painter-poets of the group were D.G. Rossetti and William Morris, but
there were at least a few non-painting poets of the epoch who adhered
to the principles of Pre-Raphaelitism, among them Christina Rossetti,
George Meredith and Algernon Charles Swinburne.

The most general accounts of the movement’s development divide
the history of the Brethren into the first generation — composed of the
original members — and the second phase, beginning when Burne-Jones and
Morris joined. Indeed, Pre-Raphaelitism, at least in painting, encompassed
two stages: first, the “hard-edge symbolic naturalism” that began in 1849,
and the second incarnation that developed in the later 1850s, mainly under
the direction of D.G. Rossetti and his follower Edward Burne-Jones; this
particular period is characterised by an emphasis on themes of eroticised
medievalism and on painterly techniques that produced moody atmosphere.
The second stage sees also a change in topics: more social, urban and
historical themes appear, as in Brown’s The Last of England and Work or
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in Rossetti’s Found; moreover, a compositional and structural shift emerges
at this point in the artists’ turning away from detail and narration. According
to a distinguished Victorian researcher, George Landow, only this second-
stage, or Aesthetic, Pre-Raphaelitism has relevance to poetry and exerts
influence on literature, “[...] although the combination of realistic style with
elaborate symbolism that distinguishes the early movement appears in a few
poems, particularly in those by the Rossettis.”

The Pre-Raphaelite organ, a short-lived periodical called The Germ,
which survived for only four issues, contained significant literary works created
by the members of the Brotherhood. D. G. Rossetti contributed a tale called
Hand and Soul and seven important poems including “My Sister’s Sleep”
and “The Blessed Damozel”; Christina Rossetti, then eighteen, contributed
seven more, including “Dream Land” and “Repining.” The ephemeral existence
of The Germ contributed tthe lack of any formal statement concerning Pre-
Raphaelite artistic ideals; certain minor declarations appeared in the individual
members’ memoirs, but no recognized programme of the Pre-Raphaelites’
aims was recorded. Rossetti’s already-mentioned short story Hand and Soul
provided, however, a certain manifesto for the Pre- Raphaelite Brotherhood.
The text is the tale of a young painter deprived of creative powers, who is
urged by his soul enclosed in the body of a beautiful woman to paint ker,
that is, to depict an incarnation of his own soul. Thus, Rossetti puts emphasis
on the artist’s only duty: to believe and stay faithful “to his own emotions and

imagination and then express them.”

Landow summarises the Pre-Raphaelite ideals, suggesting that “they
hoped to create an art suitable for the modern age,” obeying the following
principles:

1. Testing and defying all conventions of art; for example, if the Royal
Academy schools taught art students to compose paintings with

(a) pyramidal groupings of figures,

87



(b) one major source of light at one side matched by a lesser one
on the opposite, and

(c) an emphasis on rich shadow and tone at the expense of color,
the PRB with brilliant perversity painted bright-colored, evenly
lit pictures that appeared almost flat.

The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood also emphasized precise, almost
photographic representation of even humble objects, particularly those
in the immediate foreground (which were traditionally left blurred or
in shade) — thus violating conventional views of both proper style
and subject.

Following Ruskin, they attempted to transform the resultant hard-
edge realism (created by 1 and 2) by combining it with typological
symbolism. At their most successful, the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood
produced a magic or symbolic realism, often using devices found in
the poetry of Tennyson and Browning.

Believing that the arts were closely allied, the Pre-Raphaelite
Brotherhood encouraged artists and writers to practice each other’s
art, though only D.G. Rossetti did so with particular success.

Looking for new subjects, they drew upon Shakespeare, Keats, and
Tennyson. The aims of the movement include the desire to revive the
pre-fifteenth-century ideals of painting. In this endeavour, Raphael’s
name was used as a symbolic border point in the history of modern
art; as Graham Hough stresses, the Pre-Raphacelites, knowing nothing
about Raphael, did not really scorn him — it was rather a reaction
against “Raphaelitism,” the work of Raphael’s imitators, which was to
be scorned. Hence, Hunt makes a clear distinction between “pre-
raphaelism” and “preraphaelitism.”

Going beyond the mark of Raphael fulfilled the need for simplicity,
“naturalness”, primitivism and archaism; still, the Pre-Raphaelites were
not consistent in this desire, using also post-Raphaelite sources,
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including, to name a few, Hogarth’s, Flaxman’s, Giorgione’s and
Titian’s works. The second direction of the revolutionary drift comes
from the Pre-Raphaelite reaction against Academism. The Pre-
Raphaelites rejected all the principles that Sir Joshua Reynolds
cherished; as mentioned in Landow’s assessment, pyramidal,
hierarchical groupings of figures were replaced by a heterogeneous,
unrestricted amalgamation of individuals; even lighting covered the
whole surface of a painting — sometimes even making it over-lit —
instead of being suppressed and fractional. Additionally, Pre-
Raphaelite paintings offer the viewer an explosion of colours which
are bold and divergent. Finally, in many Pre-Raphaelite paintings,
the artists abandoned traditional perspective, making the pictures
almost flat (as in the case of Millais’s Isabella).

These two revolutionary elements — fascination with pre-Renaissance
art and anti-Academism — make Pre-Raphaelitism the most innovative and
avant-garde artistic movement of the 19th century, whose ideals foreshadow
the 20th century Modernist and Imagist creeds. Anthony Harrison, in his
study of Christina Rossetti, summarises the major Pre-Raphaelite doctrines
in the following way:

...the Pre-Raphaelites predictably etherealized sensation, displacing
it from logical contexts and all normally expected physical relations
with objects in the external world. With the Pre-Raphaelites the
sensory and even the sensual become idealized, image becomes
symbol, and physical experience is superseded by mental states as
we are thrust deeply into the self-contained emotional worlds of
their varied personae. Very seldom do we have even the implied
auditor of Browning’s dramatic monologues to give us our bearings,
to situate a speaker’s perceptions in the phenomenal world. The
sensuality, obscurity and almost illogical imagery of Pre-Raphaelite
poetry contribute to the overall uniqueness and novelty of this

particular branch of Victorian literature.
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4.5 PRE- RAPHAELITE OR LATE- VICTORIAN POETS

The second generation of the Victorian poets, like the second
generation of the Romantics, was not burdened with any self-conscious
task of pioneering a major change in the existing tradition. Also, they were
not bothered, unlike their seniors, about the larger issues of life, like
utilitarianism or industrialism; unlike the first generation, they did not
participate in the national debate on culture and anarchy, faith and free
thought, socialism and laissaz-faire. On the contrary, these young poets
turned their backs on the national scene and the larger problems of culture
and civilization, and turned instead to the medieval era and focused all their
energies on the pursuit of pure art and personal pleasure. As M.H Abrams
sums up, “ In 1848, a group of English artists, including D.G Rossetti,
William Holeman Hunt, and John Millais, organized the ‘Pre-Raphaclite
Brotherhood.” The aim was to replace the reigning academic style of painting
by a return to the truthfulness, simplicity, and spirit of devotion which these
artists found in Italian painting before the time of Raphael and the high
Renaissance. The ideals of this group were taken over by a literary movement
which included D.G Rossetti (1828-82), he was a poet as well as a painter,
his sister Christina Rossetti, William Morris (1834-96), and A.C Swinburne.
Rossetti’s poem “The Blessed Damozel” typifies the medievalism, the
pictorial realism with symbolic overtones, and the union of the flesh and the
spirit, sensuousness and religiousness, associated with the earlier writings
of the school. The familiar themes of the poetry of this group were love and
sex, and the typical style was direct sensuousness and suggestive symbolism.
Thus, medievalism and pictorial aestheticism became the chief traits of the
Victorian poetry in its later phase.

4.5.1 Dante Gabriel Rossetti

One of the finest illustrations of the pictorial medievalism of the pre-
Raphaelite poetry is Rossetti’s “The Blessed Damozel”, in which, as Harry
Blamires interprets, “the transfigured beloved leans out from the ‘gold bar of
Heaven,” wishing for the earthly life left behind. If the three lilies in her hand
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and the seven stars in her hair catch a note of idealized Dantesque symbolism,
the sensuousness of other images brings us back to the colour and warmth of
the real earth” (Dahiya 205). Another example of medievalism is Rossetti’s
“The Bride’s Prelude,” which, though unfinished, is marked by a remarkable
ease and grace. Note, for instance, the following:

Against the haloed lattice-panes

The bridesmaid sunned her breast;
Then to the glass turned tall and free,
And braced and shifted daintily

Her loin-belt through her cote-hardie.

The poem unfolds through the bride’s own narrative the story of her
secret passion and the accompanying suffering, which is marked by an eerie
and vibrant suspense. Another significant poem in this group is “Jenny,” in
which the poet, with a prostitute’s hand on his knee, sits in her room and
wonders why he is there. While Jenny falls asleep, he keeps musing on her
charm and wantonness, till the break of the day, when he leaves her asleep,
quietly leaving behind among her golden hair, gold coins. Rossetti’s most
important achievement was his sequence of 101 sonnets called The House of
Life (1870), which is marked by an emotional openness, perceptive realism,
and romantic idealism, characteristic of the pre-Raphaelite style of poetry.
Note the following lines from “Without Her”:

What of her glass without her? The blank grey
There where the pool is blind of the moon’s face.
Her dress without her? The tossed empty space

Of cloud-rack whence the moon has passed away.

The archaic words the artificial poetisation, the stylized simplicity
are all typical of the work of these poets. The languorous rhythms, the
dreamy atmosphere, the hypnotized mood of their poems replaced Arnold’s
grand ideal of poetry (which was to substitute religion, to offer a criticism
of life, to civilise and humanise the masses of mankind) a subjective
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sensational-aestheticism, which rightly attracted the derogatory title of the
“fleshy school of poetry.”

The best introduced to Rossetti’s poetry is The Blessed Damozel.
Though his earliest poem, it embodies not only many of his own individual
and characteristic qualities, but also the chief qualities, but also the chief
qualities of the pre-Raphaelite school. “The Blessed Damozel” is a maiden
who after death has become one of God’s choristers. Her lover is still living
and pining for her. She leans from the gold bar of the rampart of God’s
palace in Heaven which spans like a bridge. Looking down from the vast
height she surveys the world and sees souls mounting up to God “like thin
flames.” She speaks her longing to be united with her lover who hears her
— even feels her bending over him. Their united prayers, she believes, will
surely be granted; when in due course he comes to heaven she will
unashamedly declare their love to Virgin Mary who will herself lead them to
Christ. The damozel will then beg Him to unite them forever, so that they
might live together in Heaven, as for a while, they had lived on earth:

The bless’d damozel leaned out
From the gold bar of Heaven;

Her eyes were deeper then the depth
Of water stilled at even;

She had three lilies in her hand

And the stars in her hair were seven.

Her robe ungirt from clasp to hem,
No wrought flowers did adorn,
But a white rose of Mary’s gift
For service meetly worn,;

Her hair that lay along her back

Was yellow like ripe corn.

The poem startles the reader by the odd mingling of the sensual and the
spiritual. It is, nevertheless, a triumphant success, not of course a religious

92



poem, but as a creation of beauty. Rossetti was a true descendant of Keats
and The Blessed Damozel is a worthy companion of The Eve of St. Agnes.

In his mastery of the sonnet Rossetti ranks with Shakespeare,
Wordsworth and Mrs. Browning. His sonnet sequence The House of Life in
which he expresses his love for his wife is second only to Shakespeare in both
quantity and quality. Together they form a shrine of love in which Rossetti’s
worship of that deity is seen at its best.

4.5.2 William Morris

Even a poet like William Morris (1834-96), who otherwise was an
advocate of socialism, became a crusader against philistinism, under the influence
of Ruskin. He fell prey to the influence of pre-Raphaelitism and wrote poems
of escape from contemporary ugliness. That Morris uses poetry as an escape
from reality is clear from his “The Haystack in the Floods,” a poem included
in his first volume of poems, The Defence of Guenevere and Other Poems
(1858), which, though marked by smooth decorativeness, has lost the intensity
of some of his earlier poems written before his conversion to pre-Raphaelitism.
Following lines are an example of this:

Forget six counties overhung with smoke

Forget the snorting steam and piston stroke...

Obviously, here is a poetry of withdrawal from life, a poetry of escape
from harsh realities, a poetry of defeat and despair. Unable to face the
contemporary challenges of life, which the earlier generation bravely confronted,
these younger poets withdrew into the cells of their own ego, made a cult of
sensuousness, a religion of aestheticism, and drank the whole day the mana of
their dreams or drenched themselves into the pool of flesh. Other notable
works of Morris include The Earthly Paradise (1868-70), a collection of
tales some classical, others medieval; Poems By The Way (1891); Hopes and
Fears for Art (1882); Signs of Change (1888); A Dream of John Ball
(1888); News From Nowhere (1891). Besides this he has translated Virgil’s
Aeneid (1875) and Homer’s Odyssey (1887).
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The title poem of The Defence of Guenevere and other Poems is
most disappointing. In his attempt to make the poem dramatic, Morris makes
Guenevere’s speech too halting, too abrupt, for coherent defence. It is not
melodious either and sounds like prose. King Arthur’s Tomb tells of
Guenevere’s last meeting with Launcelot at the tomb of Arthur at Glastonbury.
Rapunzel is a medieval story of magic, mystery and superstition. Rapunzel was
the name of a witch who had imprisoned Guendolen, a beautiful maiden with
long golden hair, in a lonely tower. The witches trod upon her hair in the
witches’ Sabbaths and delighted to swing on to its ends like bats. Prince
Sebald having heard a minstrel’s song about Guendolen wanders a whole year
in his quest until he comes to the tower and rescues the lady of his dreams.

The Earthly Paradise is generally considered Morris’s masterpiece.
It consists of a Prologue and twenty-four tales in Chaucer’s metres viz.
Heroic couplet, octosyllabic couplet and rhyme royal. The Prologue tells us
how a roving company of Vikings embark upon a voyage in search of the
fabled Earthly Paradise and after many years of wanderings reach a nameless
city inhabited by survivors of the ancient Greek civilization. They are
hospitably received and there they settle down. The two groups meet twice
a month at a feast when they tell tales, the Greeks telling tales on classical
subjects and the wanderers on Norse subjects. Only one tale is told on
each occasion alternately by one of the hosts and one of the wanderers.
The tales are linked up by lyrics descriptive of the English landscape in
different months of the year.

4.5.3 A.C. Swinburne

In sensual extravagance of the pre-Raphaelites, A.C. Swinburne (1837-
1909) surpassed all. His three series of Poems and Ballads (1866, 1878,
1889) provoked the Saturday Review to call him “the libidinous laureate of
a pack of Satyrs” with “a mind all aflame with the feverish carnality of a
schoolboy over the dirtiest passages in Lempriere” (207). True to his role as
a perverted prophet of paganism he hymned in “Dolores” the actress Adah
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Isaacs Menken, known in her time as the “naked lady,” with an abandon of
sexual acclaim, which parodies a litany to the Virgin:

Could you hurt me, sweet lips, though I hurt you?
Men touch them, and change in a trice
The lilies and languors of virtue

For the raptures and roses of vice.

Other notable works of Swinburne include Songs Before Sunrise
(1871); Tristram and Other Poems (1882). No wonder then that Edward
Fitzgerald (1809-93) translated, in this very phase of the Victorian era, the
Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam (1859), which captured the imagination of
these young poets and abated their hunger for sensuousness and sensuality.
Fitzgerald translated and adopted the original quatrains of Omar Khayyam,
an eleventh century Persian poet and astronomer, and arranged them in a
connected sequence. The perennial theme of the Persian poet is a pessimistic
musing on man’s mortality and vanity of worldly glories, always concluding
by calling his beloved to fill the cup and make merry while they can. Swinburne
wrote introduction to Fitzgerald’s translation of Omar Khayyam’s verses,
which added to the attraction of the Persian poet.

4.5.4 G.M. Hopkins

Although Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-89), Thomas Hardy (1840-
1928), Oscar Wilde (1854-1900), A.E Housman (1859-1936) and Robert
Bridges (1844-1930) were born during the Victorian age and produced during
the period a good deal of their poetical works, for different reasons they
cannot be grouped with either of the two groups of poets who represented the
two phases of the Victorian poetry in England. For instance, although a brilliant
craftsman, Hopkins did not represent the interests of either of the two groups
of poets. Besides, his poems were published long after his death, partly in
1918, and entirely in 1967. While Thomas Hardy remained a leading novelist
among the later Victorians; he turned to writing poetry only after he had said
goodbye to writing fiction; his first volume of poems Wessex Poems (1898)
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was followed by Poems of the Past and Present (1901). Other volumes
namely Time’s Laughing Stocks (1909), and Satires of Circumstance (1914),
Moments of Vision and Miscellaneous Verses (1917), Late Lyrics and
Earlier (1922), Winter Words (1928), and The Dynasts (Part I, 1903; Part
I1, 1906; Part 111, 1908) appeared long after the Victorian era had ended.
Thus, as a poet he has greater affinity with a poet like Yeats, who was a
transitional poet providing a link between the Pre-Raphaelites and the
Modernists than with Rossetti and Morris. Hardy, in fact, had nothing in common
with the Pre- Raphaelites; he had a good deal in common with the modern
poets. Houseman also published his first volume Shropshire Lad in 1896, and
the second volume Last Poems, in 1922. Thus, he too, belongs to the
transitional period between the Victorian and the Modern. As for Robert
Bridges, he also published poems during both Victorian and the Modern periods
— 1873, 1879, 1880, 1890, 1929 — he, in fact, belongs neither to the Victorian
group of poets nor to the Modernist group. Actually his work does not show
any important aspect of the works of the representative poets of the two
periods. Among his other works the better-known include the sonnet-sequence
The Growth of Love (1876), the long poems Prometheus The Forgiver
(1883) and Eros and Psyche (1885), New Poems (1899), Poems in Classical
Prosody (1903), October and Other Poems (1920), and New Verse (1925).

4.5.5 Christina Rossetti

Christina Rossetti (1830-94), the painter-poet’s sister, was almost as
great as her brother. A devoted adherent of the Church of England, she was
intensely religious and rejected two offers of marriage on religious grounds.
One of her suitors was a Catholic; the other’s religious views were heterodox.
After the death of her father in 1854, she passed the rest of her life in London
with her mother. She lived a secluded life devoting herself to religious exercises
and works of charity. Her first published verses appeared together with her
brother’s in The Germ (1850). She wrote incessantly right to the end, though
the quantity of her verse is not very large. Her published volumes include;
Goblin Market and Other Poems (1862), The Prince’s Progress and Other
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Poems (1866), The Pageant and other Poems (1881), Verses (1890) and
New Poems (1896), a posthumous collection. She was a skilled sonnet writer
and wrote a sonnet sequence called Monna In-nominata. The sonnets are
autobiographical and show a deep sense of loss resulting from her two
attachments, especially the second.

Goblin Market is a fantastic tale with allegorical meaning. The goblins
offer enchanting fruits in a mossy glen, and morning and evening Laura and
Lizzy hear their cry “Come, buy our orchard fruits/ Come, buy, buy.” In spite
of Lizzy’s warning Laura is tempted, and having no money buys the goblin
fruits with a golden curl of her hair and eats them to her fill. She longs for
more, but the goblins are nowhere to be found, though Lizzy continues to hear
their cry. Sick with yearning, Laura dwindles and is at death’s door.

The compassionate Lizzy goes to the glen and flinging to the goblins a
silver penny demands their fruits. The goblins invite her to eat with them which
she refuses to do. The goblins thereupon beat her up, pull her hair and tear her
gown. Holding her hands, they force the fruit against her mouth but she keeps
her lips tightly closed and the fruit juice runs down her face and neck. Lizzy
bears this ill-treatment without uttering a word. Worn out by her resistance,
the goblins fling her back the penny, kick their fruit baskets and plates and
vanish. Lizzy returns home and ask Laura to kiss her. As she kisses Lizzy’s
juice smeared face, her lips are scorched and fire seems to burn in her body.

The fruits in this story are the worldly pleasures; Laura falls for them
and is nearly ruined. Lizzy resists the temptation and by her sacrifice redeems
her sister’s sin. In a larger sense the story can be regarded as representing the
redemption of man by vicarious sacrifice like Christ’s.

The Prince’s Progress is also an allegorical fairy tale. The princess
waits in her tower for the coming of her lover. The prince sets out to claim his
bride, but loiters on the way, yielding to various temptations. When he arrives
at last, he is too late for the bride is dead. Here is a stanza from the “Bride-
Song” in the tale:

97



Too late for love, too late for joy,
Too late, too late!

You loitered on the road too long,
You trifled at the gate:

The enchanted dove upon her branch,
Died without a mate;

The enchanted princess in her tower,
Slept, died, behind the grate,

Her heart was starving all the while
You made it wait.

The poetry of Christina Rossetti possesses most of the characteristics
of the pre-Raphaelite poets, but she differs from them in one important
aspect. Rossetti and Morris were indifferently religious, their attraction to
religion being merely artistic, and Swinburne was definitely irreligious.
Christina, on the other hand, was a devout Christian. Religion dominated her
life and it dominates her poetry. Death and eternity run like a refrain through
most of her poems. Deep feeling expressed in quiet, controlled, and cadenced
speech is the most pleasing as well as the most characteristic of her qualities
as a poet. Christina’s quiet manner gives her poetry a vitality which a more
forceful one could not have achieved. She followed her own natural instincts
and escaped the usual temptation of women-writers to imitate ‘masculinity.’

4.5.6 Robert Bridges

Robert Bridges (1844-1930), who gave up medical practice to write and
eventually became Poet Laureate, is a good nature poet, especially in works like
“London Snow” and “While yet we wait for the spring, and from the dry.” An
elegiac tone informs much of Bridge’s mature work. A Romantic, Bridges’ sonnets
and other poems exhibit a remarkable control over rhythm and diction. In fact,
his precision rather than content/theme makes him the poet that he is.

4.5.7 W. E. Henley

W.E Henley (1849-1903) is supposed to have been the inspiration for
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RL Stevenson’s “Long John Silver!” Henley is known more for his influential
role as arbiter of British literary and artistic taste through his editorial and
critical work in periodicals like London and Pen. Today, In Hospital is what
remains of his poetry. The poem describes a hospital stay, and captures the
reality of sights and sounds of the place. His most celebrated poem is, of

course, “Invictis”:

Out of the night that covers me,
Black as the Pit from pole to pole,
I thank whatever gods may be

For my unconquerable soul.

In the fell clutch of circumstance

I have not winced nor cried aloud.
Under the bludgeoning of chance
My head is bloody, but unbowed.

4.5.8 Coventry Patmore

Coventry Patmore (1823-96) was influenced by the Pre-Raphaelites.
Marriage, love and faith are his themes in many poems. There is a touch
of romanticism and gentle sensuality in his imagery that does not quite fit
in with the Victorian mode. Sensual and highly symbolic, Patmore also used
veiled sexual images in his works. From early life, he had a sense mission
to celebrate conjugal love in narrative verse and leave to mankind a message
on a subject which had been generally ignored by the other poets. This he
achieved in The Angel in the House (1854-60), a poem which traces the
courtship, the wedding, and the trivial incidents of the married life of Felix
and Honoria, a dean’s daughter. Patmore’s enormous popularity was due to
his poetic treatment of the drab realities of contemporary domestic and
social life. The best parts of the poem are those which deal with the
philosophy or psychology of love. Honoria during the period of courtship
is leaving for a holiday in London:
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She had forgot to bring a book,

I lent one, blamed the print for old;
And did not tell her that she took

A Petrarch worth its weight in gold.
I hoped she would lose it; for my love

Was grown so dainty, high and nice,
It prized no luxury above

The sense of fruitless sacrifice.

The poem was obviously autobiographical written in honour of his
beautiful first wife, and yet Patmore had two more wives after her. In
1864, be became a convert to Roman Catholicism and in 1877 published
The Unknown Eros, a collection of mystical odes in Pindaric or irregular
metres couched in a highly ornamental language. The best known poem of
Patmore is The Toys expressing remorse at beating his child.

4.6 WOMEN POETS

The Victorian age produced quite a large number of women writers
of verse. The greatest of these were, of course, Mrs. Browning and
Christina Rossetti whose work has already been considered. George Eliot
wrote some verse, but it is slight and unimportant. Emile Bronte shows in
her poems not a little of the fire and intensity which characterise her
powerful novel Wuthering Heights. Ann Procter, was a Catholic much
devoted to works of charity. She was a friend of Dickens and wrote
grave poems and hymns. Some of her hymns have been adopted for
common use. Jean Ingelow achieved great popularity in the 60°s with her
religious poetry, which is tender, graceful and moving. Today she is
remembered by one poem High Tide on the Coast of Lincolnshire in
1571. Augusta Webster was a noted Greek translator. Her poetry shows
the influence of Browning. Alice Meynell wrote essays as well as poems,
and both of high quality. Her poems are remarkable for their simplicity
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and restraint. Mary Coleridge, a great-grand niece of Coleridge wrote

pretty lyrics some of which have melancholy charm.

4.7 LET US SUM UP

Later Victorian poetry, spanning the latter part of the 19th century, exhibited
a shift from the optimism of the early Victorian era to a more nuanced
exploration of social, moral, and existential concerns.

Aesthetic Movement:Some poets, associated with the Aesthetic Movement,
such as Algernon Charles Swinburne and Oscar Wilde, emphasized the pursuit
of beauty and art for its own sake. Their works often exhibited a departure
from the moral and social commentary prevalent in earlier Victorian poetry.

Decadence:Towards the end of the Victorian era, there was a trend towards
decadence, marked by a fascination with the morbid, the exotic, and the sensual.
Poets like Arthur Symons and Ernest Dowson explored themes of decay,
disillusionment, and the fleeting nature of pleasure.

Social Critique:Despite a turn towards more aesthetic concerns, some poets
continued to engage with social issues. Thomas Hardy, for example, critiqued
the societal constraints on individuals, addressing themes of fate, class, and the
changing rural landscape in his works.

Symbolism:The influence of Symbolism, an artistic movement that aimed to
convey abstract ideas through symbols and metaphors, can be seen in the later
Victorian poetry. Poets like W.B. Yeats and A.E. Housman incorporated symbolic
elements in their exploration of themes like mysticism, mythology, and nostalgia.

Transition to Modernism:Towards the end of the Victorian period, there
were early signs of a transition to modernist ideas. Poets began experimenting
with form, language, and perspective, setting the stage for the radical
transformations that would characterize 20th-century poetry.

In summary, later Victorian poetry reflects a period of transition and
experimentation, marked by a move away from the moral certainties of the
early Victorian era towards a more introspective, aesthetic, and, at times,
decadent exploration of human experience.
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4.8 SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
Q1: Who were Spasmodics? Why were they called so?

Ans. The Spasmodic school flourished about the middle of the nineteenth
century. It included J.P. Bailey, Sidney Dobell and Alexander Smith. They were
called Spasmodics because they were supposed to have spasms or fits of
romanticism reflected in their poetry. They attempted to out-do the romantic
poets by excess of every kind — exuberant fancy, rich imagery, and verbosity.
They were immensely popular in their time, though the sham was detected by
quite a few of the discerning critics. Bailey attained great fame as the writer
of Festus, a huge dramatic poem on the “Faust” legend. It was praised even

by such men as Tennyson and Thackeray.
Q2: Write a brief note on Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood.

Ans. “Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood” is a confusing term which refers to
both art and literature in 19th century England. The reason for the confusion
is a claim, found in many critical accounts, that there were essentially two
different movements of this name, appearing in succession. There have
been at least a few attempts at classifying the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood
as a circle of friends, artists, poets and theoreticians. Critics have divided
the achievements of this short-lived movement into periods and formal stages
of the members’ artistic lives. Founded in 1849, the original Brotherhood
included William Holman Hunt, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, John Everett Millais,
William Michael Rossetti, James Collinson, Thomas Woolner, and F. G.
Stephens. In addition to the formal members of the PRB, other contemporary
personalities formed the so-called “Pre-Raphaelite circle,” which included
the painters Ford Madox Brown and Charles Collins, the poet Christina
Rossetti, the artist and social critic John Ruskin, the painter-poet William
Bell Scott, and the sculptor-poet John Lucas Tupper. In the later stages of
the movement’s existence, artists like J. W. Inchnold, Edward Burne-Jones,

and William Morris joined the circle and, in the case of a few, greatly
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shaped the group’s artistic life. The most prominent painter-poets of the
group were D.G. Rossetti and William Morris, but there were at least a few
non-painting poets of the epoch who adhered to the principles of Pre-
Raphaelitism, among them Christina Rossetti, George Meredith and Algernon
Charles Swinburne.

Q3: Who were the Pre- Raphaelite Poets?

Ans.

Q4: What are the main characteristics of Pre- Raphaelite poetry?

Ans.

QS: Write a short note on Rossetti as a poet.

Ans.

Q6: Attempt a thematic analysis of The Blessed Damozel.

Ans.

Q7: Highlight the major works of Christina Rossetti.

Ans.
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Q8: Comment on the contribution of women writers of Victorian period.

Ans.

Q9: Discuss Hopkins as a Poet?

Ans.

Q 10: What makes Pre-Raphaelite writers different from early Victorian

writers?

Ans.

4.9 MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS
I. Who, among the following, was the leading poet Pre- Raphaelite Poet?

a) W.B Yeats
b) D.G Rossetti
c¢) William Morris

d) A.C Swinburne
2. The author of The Blessed Damozel is

a) D.G Rossetti
b) William Morris

c) A.C. Swineburne

d) Oscar Wilde
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A Pageant and Other Poems was written by

a) Byron

b) Christina Rossetti
¢) William Morris

d) D.G Rossetti

William Morris is best known by which of the following works

a) News from Nowhere
b) Signs of Change

c) Earthly Paradise

d) A Dream of John Ball

A.C Swinburne is known as poet of liberty owing to which work

a) Poems and Ballads
b) Tristram and other Poems
c) Songs before Sunrise

d) Atlanta in Calydon
Who, among the following, does not belong to Pre-Raphaelite group?

a) D.G Rossetti

b) Christina Rossetti
c¢) William Morris

d) Robert Browning

The Angel in the House is written by

a) Coventry Patmore
b) Christina Rossetti
¢) G.M Hopkins

d) Fitzgerald
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10.

4.10

Ql:

Q2:
Q3:
Q4:
Qs:
4.11

Who gave up medical practise to write poetry?

a) William Morris
b) Robert Bridges
c) W.H Henley

d) Coventry Patmore
Who is the writer of Goblin Market?

a) Christina Rossetti
b) Robert Bridges
¢) Swinburne

d) Patmore
The Dynasts is written by

a) G.M Hopkins
b) W.H Henley
c) Rossetti

d) William Morris

EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

Who were Pre-Raphaelites? What are the chief characteristics of Pre-
Raphaelite poetry?

Comment on the contribution of D.G Rossetti in Pre-Raphaelite poetry.
Explain the contribution of women writers in Victorian poetry.
Give a thematic analysis of The Blessed Damozel.

Highlight the main features of The Goblin Market.

ANSWER KEY
1. b 2. a
3. b 4. a
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M.A. ENGLISH : SEMESTER II

COURSE CODE : ENG 222 LESSON No. 5
POETRY-II WILLIAM BLAKE UNIT-1I

Life and Work

STRUCTURE

5.1 Introduction

5.2 Objectives

5.3  Biography of the Poet

5.4  Introduction to the Age
5.5  Introduction to the Poem
5.6  Let Us Sum Up

5.7 Self-Assessment Questions
5.8  Examination Oriented Questions
5.9  Suggested Reading

5.1 INTRODUCTION

William Blake was an english poet, painter and print maker. He was a

visionary and author of exquisite lyrics. His works have been used by people

rebelling against a wider variety of issues, such as war, conformity and almost

every kind of repression.

5.2

OBJECTIVES

In this lesson we shall discuss the social condition of the age and

introduction to the poem. After reading this unit you will be able:
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a) Introduce the short biography of the poet
b) Explain the social conditions and literary trends of Romantic age.

c) Explain what poem is about.

5.3 BIOGRAPHY OF THE POET

William Blake, son of a Hosier James Blake, was born on 28 November
1757 at 28 Broad Street (now Broadwick St.) in Soho, London. He was the
third of seven children, two of whom died in infancy. He attended school only
to learn reading and writing. He left school at the age of 10 and was tutored
by his mother Catherine Blake at home. Blakes were English Dissenters
(Christians who separated themselves from English Church).

By all accounts Blake had a pleasant and peaceful childhood, made
even more pleasant by his skipping any formal schooling. As a young boy he
wandered the streets of London and could easily escape to the surrounding
countryside. Even at an early age, however, his unique mental powers would
prove disquieting. There are records that on one ramble he was startled to
“see a tree filled with angels, bright angelic wings bespangling every bough like
stars.” His parents were not amused at such a story, and only his mother’s
pleadings prevented him from receiving a beating.

His parents did, however, encourage his artistic talents, and the young
Blake was enrolled at the age of ten in Pars’ drawing school. The expense
of continued formal training in art, however, was a prohibitive one, and the
family decided that at the age of fourteen William would be apprenticed to
a master engraver. At first his father took him to William Ryland, a highly
respected engraver. William, however, resisted the arrangement telling his
father, “I do not like the man’s face: it looks as if he will live to be hanged!”
The grim prophecy was to come true twelve years later. Instead of Ryland
the family settled on a lesser-known engraver but a man of considerable
talents, James Basire. Basire seems to have been a good master, and Blake
was a good student of the craft. Blake was later to be especially grateful to
Basire for sending the young student to Westminster Abbey to make drawings
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of monuments Basire was commissioned to engrave. The vast Gothic
dimensions of Westminster and the haunting presence of the tombs of kings
affected Blake’s romantic sensibilities and were to provide fertile ground for

his active imagination.

Blake met Catherine Boucher, an attractive and compassionate
woman who took pity on Blake’s tales of being spurned. After a year’s
courtship the couple was married on 18 August 1782. The parish registry
shows that Catherine, like many women of her class, could not sign her
own name. Blake soon taught her to read and to write, and under Blake’s
tutoring she also became an accomplished draftsman, helping him in the
execution of his designs.

His first volume of poems was published under the title Poetical Sketches
(1783). Blake introduced a technique called ‘illuminated writing’. Blake’s
technique was to produce his text and design on a copper plate with an
impervious liquid. The plate was then dipped in acid so that the text and design
remained in relief. That plate could be used to print on paper, and the final
copy would be then hand colored.

After experimenting with this method in a series of aphorisms
entitled There is No Natural Religion and All Religions are One (17887?),
Blake designed the series of plates for the poems entitled Songs of
Innocence and dated the title page 1789. Blake continued to experiment
with the process of illuminated writing and in 1794 combined the early poems
with companion poems entitled Songs of Experience. The title page of the
combined set announces that the poems show “the two Contrary States of
the Human Soul.”

Blake makes extensive use of symbolism in his poetry. Some of the
symbols are straightforward; innocence is symbolized by children, flowers,
lambs or particularly seasons. Oppression and rationalism are symbolized by
urban, industrial landscape, by machines, by those in authority (including
priests), and by social institutions. The symbolism in some of his later poems,
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such as the epic Milton, is less easy to interpret. Blake sometimes creates
a mythological world of his own. For example, the giant Los, who represents
the human imagination, is set against his opposite Urizen, who represents the
restrictions of law and order.

Politics was surely often the topic of conversation at the publisher Joseph
Johnson’s house, where Blake was often invited. There Blake met important
literary and political figures such as William Godwin, Joseph Priestly, Mary
Wollstonecraft, and Thomas Paine. According to one legend Blake is even said
to have saved Paine’s life by warning him of his impending arrest. Whether or
not that is true, it is clear that Blake was familiar with some of the leading
radical thinkers of his day.

Blake was also conscious of the effects on the individual of a rapidly
developing industrial and commercial world. He saw the potential dangers of
a mass society in which individuals were increasingly controlled by systems of
organization. In his poem London he refers to these systems as a result of
‘mind-forg’d manacles’. In London even River Thames has been ‘Charter’d’
(given a royal charter to be used for commercial purposes).

Another product of the radical 1790s is The Marriage of Heaven and
Hell. Written and etched between 1790 and 1793, Blake’s poem brutally
satirizes oppressive authority in church and state. The poem also satirizes
the works of Emanuel Swedenborg, the Swedish philosopher whose ideas
once attracted Blake’s interests.

Very little of Blake’s poetry of the 1790s was known to the general
public. His reputation as an artist was mixed. Response to his art ranged from
praise to derision, but he did gain some fame as an engraver. He received
several commissions, the most important probably being his illustrations to
Edward Young’s Night Thoughts. In 1795 the publisher and bookseller Richard
Edwards commissioned Blake to illustrate the then-famous poems of Young.
Blake produced 537 watercolor designs of which 43 were selected for
engraving. The first volume of a projected four-volume series was published in
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1797. However, the project did not prove financially successful, and no further
volumes were published. After the disappointment of that project, Blake’s
friend and admirer Flaxman commissioned Blake to illustrate the poems
of Thomas Gray. Blake painted 116 watercolors and completed the project in
1798. Blake was also aided by his friend Thomas Butts, who commissioned a
series of biblical paintings. His commissions did not produce much in the way
of income, but Blake never seems to have been discouraged. In 1799 Blake
wrote to George Cumberland, “I laugh at Fortune & Go on & on.”

In 1800, Blake moved to a cottage at Felpham, Sussex to take up a
job of illustrator. There he illustrated the works of William Hayley, a minor
poet. There he started his epic Milton (the title page is dated 1804, but Blake
continued to work on it until 1808). The preface to this work includes a poem
beginning “And did those feet in ancient time”, which became the words for
the anthem “Jerusalem”.

Blake was commissioned for Dante’s Divine Comedy in 1826 with the
aim to produce the engravings of the latter. It was on this assignment Blake
left the world leaving the assignment incomplete in 1827. He produced only
seven of the engravings, even though, they have evoked praise. Blake’s last
years were spent at Fountain Court off the Strand (the property was demolished
in the 1880s, when the Savoy Hotel was built). On the day of his death (12
August 1827), Blake worked relentlessly on his Dante series. Eventually, it is
reported, he ceased working and turned to his wife, who was in tears by his
bedside. Beholding her, Blake is said to have cried, “Stay Kate! Keep just as
you are — I will draw your portrait — for you have ever been an angel to me.”
Having completed this portrait (now lost), Blake laid down his tools and began
to sing hymns and verses. At six that evening, after promising his wife that he
would be with her always, Blake died.

Social History

William Blake belongs to the transitional age in which the social and
literary ideals were in the process of rapid transformation from Neo-classical
to Romantic. Age of Blake can be concluded half in neo-classical and half
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in Romantic age. Although, Blake’s most writing is thematized on Romantic
ideals. Some English literature histories consider him as transitional poet and
some counts him as Romantic poet. This confusion exhibits the confusion of
the age. The social conditions in the age of Blake were in transitional phase.
The nation was transformed from an agricultural country to an industrial one.
The laws of free market were developing and at the same time a shift in the
balance of the power took place. Power and wealth were gradually transferred
from the landholding aristocracy to the large-scale employers of modern
industrial communities. An old population of rural farm labourers became a
new class of urban industrial labourers. This new emerging class in the urban
areas came to be called as working class. These workers were concentrated
in cities and the new power of an increasingly large and restive mass began
to make itself felt.

The industrial revolution created social change, unrest, and eventually
turbulence. Deep-rooted traditions were rapidly overturned. Within a short
period of time the whole landscape of the country changed. In the countryside,
the open fields and communally worked farms were ‘enclosed’. The enclosure
movement improved efficiency and enabled the increase animal farming
necessary to feed a rapidly expanding population; but fewer labourers were
required to work on the land, and that led to an exodus to the cities of large
numbers of people seeking employment. Increasing mechanization both on
the land and in the industrial factories meant continuing high levels of
unemployment. Worker in the rural areas could no longer graze the animals
on which they partly depended for food and income. Acute poverty followed.

These developments literally changed the landscape of the country.
Open fields were enclosed by hedged and walls; in the cities, smoking factory
chimneys polluted the atmosphere; poor quality houses were built in large
numbers and quickly became slums. The mental landscape also altered. The
country was divided into those who owned property or land- who were rich
— and those who did not — who were poor. A new world was born, which
Benjamin Disraeli, who was both a novelist and Prime Minister of Britain
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under Queen Victoria, was later to identify as ‘“Two Nations’.

The industrial revolution paralleled revolutions in the political order.
In fact, Britain was at war during most of the Romantic period, with a
resultant political instability. Political movements in Britain were gradual, but
in countries such as France and United States political change was both
more rapid and more radical. The American Declaration of Independence
(from Britain) in 1776 struck an early blow for the principle of democratic
freedom and self-government, but it was the early years of the French
Revolution, with its slogan of ‘Equality, liberty and Fraternity’, which most
influenced the intellectual climate in Britain. In this respect the storming of
the Bastille (it is a fortress in France used by French king as State prison)
in 1789, to release political prisoners, acted as a symbol which attracted the
strong support of liberal opinion.

Debate in Britain was, however, polarized between support for
radical documents such as Tom Paine’s Rights of Man (1791), in which he
called for greater democracy in Britain, and Edmund Burke’s more
conservative Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790). Later in the
1790s, more measured ideals were floated by William Godwin in his writings.
Godwin was the one of the important influences on the poets Wordsworth
and Shelley, who advocated a gradual evolution towards the removal of
poverty and the equal distribution of all wealth. Such a social philosophy
caused much enthusiasm and intellectual excitement among many radical
writers and more liberal politicians; but these ideas also represented a
threat to the existing order.

The period from 1820 to 1832 was a time of continuing unrest. The
unrest took place against a background of the cycles of economic depression
which so characterize the modern world. The prevailing economic philosophy
was that of Laissez-faire, meaning ‘Leave alone’. The consequences were that
the government did not intervene directly in economic affairs. It let the free
market and private individual decisions control the course of events. During
this time, the wealth of the country grew, although it had become increasingly
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concentrated in the hands of the new manufacturing and merchant classes.

This new middle class wanted to see its increased economic power
reflected in greater political power. A general alliance arose between working-
class reformers, liberal (called Whig) politicians and this new middle class,
resulting in pressure on the Tory government for political reform. After many
struggles, and with the threat of national disorder not far away, the first Reform
Act was passed by parliament in 1832.

Literary History

In terms of literary history, Blake lived two contradictory literary ages
i.e. Neo-classical age (1700 - 1798) and Romantic age (1798-1832). The
Romantic age and Neo-Classical age are not simply two different attitudes to
literature which are being compared but two different ways of seeing and
experiencing life. Their way to perceive literature is totally opposite, so, the
comparison between both the ages is valuable.

The Neo-Classical or Augustan age of the early and mid-eighteenth
century stressed the importance of reason and order. Strong feelings and
flights of the imagination had to be controlled (although they were obviously
found widely, especially in poetry). The swift improvements in medicine,
economics, science and engineering, together with rapid developments in
both agricultural and industrial technology, suggested human progress on a
grand scale. At the center of these advances towards a perfect society was
mankind, and it must have seemed that everything was within man’s grasp if
his baser, bestial instincts could be controlled. The Neo-classical temperament
trusts reason, intellect, and the head. The romantic temperament prefers
feelings, intuition, and the heart.

The two ages may be contrasted in other ways:

(1) The Neo-Classical writer looks outward to society; Romantic Writer
looks inward to their own soul and to the life of the imagination.

(2) The Neo-Classical writer concentrates on what can be logically
measured and rationally understood; Romantic writers are attracted
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to the irrational, mystical and supernatural world.

(3) The Neo-Classical writer is attracted to a social order in which
everyone knows his place; Romantic writer celebrates the freedom
of nature and of individual human experience.

(4) The writings of Augustan age stress the way societies improve under
careful regulation; Romantic literature is generally more critical of
society and its injustices, questioning rather than affirming, exploring
rather than defining.

(5) The language and form of the literature of the two ages also shows
these two different ways of seeing: The Augustans developed a
formal and ordered way of writing characterize by the balance and
symmetry of the heroic couplet in poetry and by an adherence to
the conventions of a special poetic diction. The Romantics developed
ways of writing which tied to capture the ebb and flow of individual
experience in forms and language which were intended to be closer
to everyday speech and more accessible to the general reader.

Contrast between the Augustan and Romantic ages are helpful but there
are always exceptions to such general contrasts. For example, eighteenth
century writers such as Gray, Collins and Cowper show a developing Romantic
sensibility, and Romantic poets such as Byron were inspired by Augustan
period models. Romanticism was not a sudden, radical transformation, but
grew out of Augustanism.

One final introductory point can be made about the Romantic period.
The English Romantic literature discussed in the following sections grew
out of specific historical contexts. The industrial revolution led to an
increasing regimentation of the individual. Small towns and villages, where
everyone knew their neighbors, began to disappear. They were replaced
by a more impersonal, mechanized society, fed and clothed by mass
production. In this new world individuals lost their identity. The writers
of this time wanted to correct this imbalance by giving greater value to
the individual sensibility and to the individual consciousness. Their poetic
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revolution aimed at greater individual freedom.
5.5 INTRODUCTION TO THE POEM

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell contains many of the basic religious
ideas developed in the major prophecies. Blake analyzes the development of
organized religion as a perversion of ancient visions: “The ancient Poets
animated all sensible objects with Gods or Geniuses, calling them by the
names and adorning them with the properties of woods, rivers, mountains,
lakes, cities, nations, and whatever their enlarged & Numerous senses could
perceive.” Ancient man created those gods to express his vision of the spiritual
properties that he perceived in the physical world. So far, so good, but the
gods began to take on a life of their own separate from man: “Till a system
was formed, which some took advantage of, &enslaved the vulgar by
attempting to realize or abstract the mental deities from their objects: thus
began Priesthood.” The “system” or organized religion keeps man from
perceiving the spiritual in the physical. The gods are seen as separate from
man, and an elite race of priests is developed to approach the gods: “Thus
men forgot that all deities reside in the human breast.” Instead of looking for
God on remote altars, Blake warns, man should look within.

The critical debate surrounding The Marriage of Heaven and Hell has
been varied and heated over the last one hundred years and shows no sign
of abating. Critics differ on the degree of irony Blake employed in some of
his bolder statements, questioning when Blake is speaking ironically as the
Devil and when he is speaking as himself. They disagree on whether Blake
was an innovative revolutionary who mercilessly ridiculed dogmatic religion
and rebelled against convention in both art and politics, or if he was merely

one of many products of his revolutionary times.

Another area of intense critical debate involves the various influences
on the author and, in turn, on the text. Swedenborg’s Heaven and Hell is
the most obvious source and target of The Marriage’s satire and parody.
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Although Blake directs some barbs at Milton as well, critics seem to agree
that their tone is one of gentle irony as opposed to the vicious ridicule he
reserves for Swedenborg. Other critics have suggested the writings of
Boehme and Paracelsus as inspirations for The Marriage, as well as
Lavater’s Aphorisms on Man, Spenser’s The Faerie Queen, and
Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution in France. In terms of form, The
Marriage has been called “structureless,” but it has also been compared to
“the A B A of the ternary form in music”; in this structure, the development
of a first theme is followed by the development of a second theme. The
work then returns to the first theme (or some variation of it). Others scholars
have claimed that the poem draws on dialectic, on a well-established satiric
tradition, on the elementary school primer, and on the chapbooks and political
tracts of the time. Still other critics insist that it stands alone in its structure
and that there has been nothing like it before or since.

The major theme of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell is a satiric
attack on orthodoxy in general and on the Swedenborgians in particular,
but it is also an extended description of the educational and developmental
process by which the poet-prophet is created. In addition, it is a revolutionary
prophecy, written against the historical backdrop of political upheaval in
America and in France. The Marriage begins with a poem, “The Argument,”
in which Blake introduces his prophetic character Rintrah; it ends with
another poem, “A Song of Liberty,” in which Blake celebrates revolution
and foresees a new age of political and religious freedom. Between these
two poems is a series of prose doctrinal statements, each followed by a
“Memorable Fancy,” which comments on the preceding statement while
parodying Swedenborg’s “Memorable Relations” from the latter’s Heaven
and Hell. Throughout the work, Blake presents a series of contraries—
Heaven and Hell, Good and Evil, Angel and Devil, Reason and Energy—
but then appears to reverse the traditional values associated with each
term, thus celebrating Energy, Evil, and even Satan himself. Most critics
today reject such a reading as simplistic and insist that, rather than merely
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inverting the terms of the contraries, Blake was questioning both terms and
exploring the limitations of each. The “Proverbs of Hell” section contains
some of the most outrageous and most widely-quoted passages of the
entire text, among them: “The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom,”
“The tygers of wrath are wiser than the horses of instruction,” and “Sooner

murder an infant in its cradle than nurse unacted desires.”

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell is structured around six sections,
each bracketed by Blake’s illustrations rather than titled, and composed
of a theological exposition followed, from the second section onwards,
by a ‘Memorable Fancy’ (the first is followed by ‘The Voice of the
Devil’). In a formal reversal mirroring Blake’s inversion of Christian
morality, the body of the text is preceded by ‘The Argument’, which
in works of verse is typically a piece of prose, but here is a free verse
poem that sets the tone, rather than explicating, the prose that follows.
Besides this oscillation between discursive exposition and mystical
narrative, the text itself makes extensive reference to the work of other
authors: including, besides Swedenborg, the theologians Paracelsus and
Boehme, the philosophers Plato and Aristotle, the poets Dante,
Shakespeare and Milton, and the prophets Isaiah, Ezekiel and Diogenes.
The Book of Proverbs is the model for the celebrated central section
of the text, ‘Proverbs of Hell’, which constitutes an extended excursus
from the second ‘Memorable Fancy’. Finally, about two years after its
first appearance, and as a further response to the unfolding of the
French Revolution, Blake added the more explicitly political text he
titled ‘The Song of Liberty’, whose numbered verses, echoing the format
of the Bible, now conclude the book. Nine copies of The Marriage of
Heaven and Hell are known to have been released between 1793 and
1825. The copy reproduced here is from the first round of printings,
which Blake made in 1790 from etchings which he and his wife, Catherine,
then coloured by hand. In this copy (H), much of the latter was added

in 1821, prior to Blake selling the book to an acquaintance.
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5.6 LET US SUM UP

William Blake (1757-1827) was an English poet, painter, and visionary,
best known for his mystical and symbolic works that transcended the boundaries
between poetry and visual art. Born in London, Blake displayed artistic
talent from a young age and trained as an engraver. His literary and artistic
output includes illuminated books, such as “Songs of Innocence and of
Experience,” where he explored themes of innocence, experience, and the
complexities of human nature. Blake’s unique worldview was deeply spiritual
and visionary, encompassing mystical visions that he claimed guided his
creative process. His works often challenged societal norms, criticized
institutionalized religion, and celebrated the imagination as a transformative
force. Despite facing financial struggles and relative obscurity during his
lifetime, Blake’s influence grew posthumously, and he is now recognized as
a key figure in both Romantic literature and the history of art.

5.7 SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS

I. Accompanying many of the poems of Blake was

a) Footnotes
b) Illustrations
c) Comic Books

d) Explanations
2. The major event in Europe during Blake’s life was?

a) The French Revolution
b) The Battle of Agincourt
c) The Spanish Armada

d) War of Roses

3. William Blake started writing the poetry around the age of
a) 40-45
b) 10-15
c) 20-25
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d) 65
4. In Blake’s poetry, daytime/nighttime represents?
a) Hell/Heaven
b) Experience/Innocence
c) Innocence/Experience
d) Heaven/Hell
5. ‘That Milton was of Devil’s party without knowing it” was said by
a) William Blake
b) Dr. Johnson
c) T.S. Eliot
d) P.B. Shelly

True - False

I. The Marriage of Heaven and Hell is a poem written in Victorian age.

2. TheMarriage of Heaven and Hell contains many of Blake’s basic
religious ideas.

3. Blake’s first volume of poems was published under the title Poetical
Sketches.
4. Blake was commissioned for Homer while he died.

.

William Blake belongs to the transitional age.

S

The Neo-Classical writer looksinward to their own soul and to the life

of the imagination; Romantic Writer looksoutward to society.

7. There were no poets with romantic sensibility in the Neo-classical age.
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10.

5.8

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell is structured around six sections.

Swedenborg’s Heaven and Hell is the most obvious source and target
of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell.

The Marriage of Heaven and Hellis writtenas well as etched on the
plates.

EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

Explain the social condition of Romantic age.

Differentiate between the social and literary trends of Neo-Classical

and Romantic age.
William Blake is rightly called as early romantic. Explain.
SUGGESTED READING

The Routledge History of English Literature: Britain and Ireland by
Ronald Carter and John McRae.

An Outline History of English Literature by William Henry Hudson.
Atlantic Publishers.

The Stranger from Paradise: A Biography of William Blake by Gerald
Eades Bentley. Yale University Press.
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M.A. ENGLISH : SEMESTER II

COURSE CODE : ENG 222 LESSON No. 6
POETRY-II WILLIAM BLAKE UNIT-I11

Selection from the Marriage of Heaven and Hell

STRUCTURE

6.1 Introduction

6.2  Objectives

6.3  The Argument

6.4  The Voice of Devil

6.5 A Memorable fancy

6.6  Proverbs of Hell

6.7 Let Us Sum Up

6.8 Self-Assessment Question

6.9  Examination Oriented Question

6.10 Suggested Reading

6.1 INTRODUCTION

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell by William Blake is a book of
writings and illustrations about good and bad composed in 1793. According to
Blake both good and bad are necessary, interwoven parts of existence. If we
shut overselves of fornt the bad, we are also denying overselves the good.
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6.2 OBJECTIVES

In this lesson we shall analyse the poem from plate 2 to plate 11.
After reading this unit you will be able to know the detailed summary of the
plates (2-11) which will help you to introduce Blake’s concept of contraries.

Marriage of Heaven and Hell
Etched about 1790-1793
Plate 2
6.3 THE ARGUMENT

“Rintrah roars and shakes his fires in the burdened air; ...Hungry clouds
swag on the deep.”

Blake’s “Marriage of Heaven and Hell” is a singular work, projecting
the merger of heaven and hell. Being an amalgamation of poetry, prose and
a list of aphorism; the poem shows conversation of devils as a profitable
one, conversation regarding the nature of revolution, the body and the soul.
In the opening plates Blake suggests that good and evil isn’t what we think
of them. They simply reflect different kinds of energies and are equally
important to keep the world going. The poem starts as if it is about religion
but very soon it becomes clear that it is about the politics in psychology and
in a whole way we understand ourselves in the world. Various sacred texts
like the Bible, he says, are accountable for a lot of misinformation we have
been provided with.

The title page of the poem shows at its top, a pair of lovers strolling
and sitting under some leafless trees in a very calm and colorless scene but
underneath them fierce flames are pouring upwards. And at the bottom, two
soaring figures are kissing each other in a kind of twisted embrace. The
conventional idea of this was that heaven is up above and the torments of
hellfire down below. Blake’s idea is that we need to rethink and revise the
entire symbolism that heaven and hell have represented so far. May be the
flames down below aren’t all bad after all. This is how he puts his argument,

since we got a little way into his text.
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In its very advent, the argument laid down by Blake “Rintrah roars
and shakes his fires in the burdened air; Hungry clouds swag on the deep”,
represents Rintrah as a revolutionary wrath and gives a hint as to may be

some sort of doom is impending.

The opening argument is a poem that is meant to mimic the book
of Isaiah (which he eventually cites). It is a simulacra of the 35™ chapter
of Issaiah. “Rintrah” of line one, by the way, is one of Blake’s original
mythological characters, and this is Rintrah’s first appearance. He
basically is justified, prophetic anger. This first plate (Plate 2, since
Plate 1 is the title illumination) is probably the most confusing; it’s the
most poetic, while much of the Marriage is downright conversational.
Man’s salvation is described in a joyful way using examples from nature.
The “perilous path” in the Argument resembles the “highway of holiness”
in Isaiah 35:8 NKJV.

The powerful opening of the poem suggests a world of violence:
“Rintrah roars & shakes his fires in the burden’d air / Hungry clouds swag
on the deep.” The fire and smoke suggest a battlefield and the chaos of
revolution. The cause of that chaos is analyzed at the beginning of the
poem. The world has been turned upside down. The “just man” has been
turned away from the institutions of church and state, and in his place are
fools and hypocrites who preach law and order but create chaos. Those
who proclaim restrictive moral rules and oppressive laws as “goodness”
are in themselves evil. Hence to counteract this repression, Blake announces
that he is of the “Devil’s Party” that will advocate freedom and energy and
gratified desire. In line 10, Blake writes “And a river and a spring”. This
suggests Exodus 17:1-8 as well. The term “red clay” in line 13 is another
name for Adam the protoplast. The “sneaking serpent” in lines 17-18 can
also be found in Tiriel. The same story is told there, but from the serpent’s

point of view:

Till I am subtil as a serpent in a paradise.
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Plate 3

“As a new heaven is begun ... Good is Heaven. Evil is Hell”

Plate 3 describes the Swedenborgian attitude of conventional good
angel, sterile and unimaginative, while the newborn terror is being born by
Revolution with consequent liberation from restrictive morals. It announces
Blake’s doctrine of contraries. Blake here uses some convenient
coincidences related to the some concerned dates. Swedenborg had
predicted that the last Judgment would come in 1757, the year Blake was
born.. This leads to the assumption that Blake started the Marriage in 1790.
Interestingly, the number thirty-three can also be related to Jesus Christ,
since he was thirty-three years old when he died, crucified by the Romans.
Moreover, Blake was born in 1757 and probably thirty-three years old
when he started writing the Marriage.

In the third plate where he states the doctrine of contraries and that
without these contraries there lies no progression, he suggests that human
thought and life need the stimulus of active and opposing forces to give them
creative movement. In the light of this argument, he gives these qualities i.e.,
Good and Evil, meanings opposite to their usual acceptation.. According to
Blake, for the full development of man, a man should go through all the Binaries
(i.e. Good and bad, Heaven and Hell, Rational and Irrational, etc.) but without
the conventional conceptions of the latter. The intention is to equalize both
states, that is, contraries are to be seen as necessary parts to form a unity or
perfection. Also, the one without the other would lack definition. Here Blake
attacks the priesthood; according to him God never propounded such
dichotomies rather these dichotomies have been propounded and constructed
by the corrupt and ignorant priesthood of all the religions in which Heaven is
good and Hell is bad; Reason is good and irrational energy is bad; Love is
good and Hate is bad. Conventional morality, to which Blake mainly counts
state and church confuse people by giving moral values to contraries.Here
Blake also seems to attack on the age of reason i.e. Neo-Classical or Augustan
age (1700-1798) where reason is considered as superior to emotions.
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Further he announces how the wrong interpretation arises, stemming
from the conventional moral codes. To him passive acceptance was Evil,
active opposition was good. This is the key to the meaning of the paradoxes
and inversions which Blake is suggesting. Angels and Devils change place,
good becomes evil and heaven turns to be hell. The free usage of satire and
paradox here provides some of the most explicit statements of Blake’s
mental attitudes, which he elaborates in the later Prophetic Books.

Beginning with ‘As a new heaven is begun... the Eternal hell revives’,
plate 3 refers to the New Jerusalem announced by Swedenborg for the
year 1757. The Eternal hell means the revolution in both France and America
and the date refers more or less to Blake’s birth, a convenient coincidence
for him.

Here Blake seems taking the side of Evil and Hell, where he says
‘good is passive that obeys Reason. Evil is the active springing from energy.’
According to Blake, Hell is better place to Heaven, in Heaven one is
supposed to live a uniform life, where one will follow all the protocols of
God and on the contrary Hell or Evil is the symbol of active springing of
energy. Here Blake takes us back to the Milton’s Paradise Lost where
Satan is the symbol of active springing of energy who resented God and
proposed an independent life, “It is better to rule in hell”. Similarly, Blake
says all evil is not bad rather a man in a problem is creative and a man in
comfort is passive and conventional.

Plate 4
6.4 THE VOICE OF DEVIL

“All Bibles or sacred codes have been the causes ....... Energy is
Eternal Delight.”

In Plate 4 Blake specifies the three main errors of conventional religion
with the contrary truths in favours of liberty and Energy, voiced by the devil,
illustrated by the good and Evil angels in contest. Plate 4 starts off with the
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explanation that writings, such as the Bible, Quran, Geeta, etc. were the main
causes for false definitions concerning human existence. Here the Devil, often
referred to as poet-devil by critics, lists the errors.

As a deliberate reversal, Blake here quotes Devil for God’s purposes.
This doesn’t imply that he is in support of the Devil but it simply projects his
opposition against the “perversion” of the organized church. The Bibles or
sacred codes, related to the organization and codifying of the Church, are
charged with teaching a false dichotomy of the Body (related to evil and
energy and evil) and the Soul (related to passivity and reason and good);
there is in fact, the Devil says, no such separation. The Devil says that the
church teaches damnation for acting upon one’s energies, but then says that
the Body is just part of the Soul that is perceived by the five senses. The
Devil says that energy is the only life, and that Reason is peripheral. Read
it yourself if you don’t believe me.

Here are some truths, in response, about Blake’s methods in this Plate.

Blake speaks as the Devil.

Blake speaks against the teachings of the Church.

His principles do actually go against the church teachings.
Nevertheless, the propositions do read as very reasonable.
That’s because, for one thing, it makes sense;

For another, it is explained in a “logical,” methodical way.

N N R W N

So Christians should support it, though the Devil is speaking against
Logic, he uses Logic to make his point.

o0

So it seems like the Christians can learn something holy from it,

9. Meaning that Blake is speaking in support of the true spirit of
Christianity, which doesn’t make sense, because

10. Blake is speaking as the Devil.

This vicious circle makes it hard to grasp the real attitude Blake is
projecting here.
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Thus, it seems that this “devil” is reasonable—that is a non-evil—guy,
misunderstood because of the Church’s mis-teachings, and is quite moral.

Blake’s answer to the errors is the idea of synthesis, that is, the
unity of body and soul. It is not invented by him rather he might have taken
the idea from Aristotle. Furthermore, he believed in pre-existence like the
Platonists. S. Foster Damon in his book William Blake: His Philosophy
and symbols gives further explanation of Blake’s thought. He says that
“Blake believed that the material body was an illusion or error — a part of
the soul, but not an essential part” (318.) What the Devil intends here is
the abolishment of wrong doctrines and definitions concerning the body and
soul relationship. Before he is able to attack dogma and its possibly invented
falsities, he must firstly mention the conventionalized definitions which are
non-sense in his eyes. Then it is time to present the contraries which are
more likely to be true. The first error in this doctrine is that man consists
of separate things, namely body and soul. The Devil explains that the Body
is the outward portion of the Soul which can be discerned by the five
senses. The second error to be destroyed is the belief that energy (evil) is
only a product from the body, whereas good (reason) is a quality coming
from the soul only. The Devil makes clear that there is no other life, spiritual
as well as bodily, except from energy deriving from the body. Thus, reason
must be understood as its restrainer that sets limits to it. The third error to
be corrected is the punishment of God that every man has to expect because
he follows his energies. Blake suggests completely the opposite, namely
describes energy as “Eternal Delight” which therefore can be regarded as
the true Paradise. Punishment and God seen as a tormentor is again a
thought which is rejected by the Devil.

Plate 5-6
“Those who restrain desire do so ...the Devil’s party without knowing it.”

These plates deal with the superiority of active imagination over the
passive reason, and proves Milton, as a poet, to be an unconscious witness to
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this truth. Plate 5 throws light upon how reason can dominate and overtake
one’s desire if one is weak enough to let it happen. for instance, many Christains
are told by birth they are told that everything they desire accumulates evil, so
they should repress it. This makes a person’s life miserable, a passive one-
wondering why sinful people around them lead such a luxurious or happy life.
They live their entire life consoling themselves that those who are sinners will
eventually go to Hell and that they will go to the Heaven. Further he goes on
to explain how Milton was a good poet (‘at liberty’) while writing about Satan
in Paradise Lost but was considered a bad poet when he wrote about the
Messiah, that Milton was “of the Devil’s party without knowing it”.

In this Blake is obviously attacking reason or the restrainer for governing
desire. Moreover, he mentions man whose desire is weak; obviously those
who are not able to desire properly are the one who wants to limit the desire
of others. Blake surely means philistine (hostile to art and culture) who have
no problem to restrict desire, because they have not much of it. Desire should
rule over passion, reversing the polarity of reason over passion that had existed
from the earliest Greek philosophers through the Enlightenment.

In the following, Blake continues by saying that the restrained desire
becomes more and more passive, “till it is only the shadow of desire.” Shadow
in this case obviously means nothing else but the final state of restrained
desire. Blake continues by announcing that the history of desire — which is
usurped by reason — can be found symbolically in John Milton’s Paradise
Lost and the Book of Job. Blake explains that Milton’s Messiah was the
Devil, the archangel who is called Satan in the Book of Job and his children
are Sin and Death. In the following, the Devil’s account is presented who
says that the Messiah fell and stole from the abyss to form his heaven.
Injustice is described here: the Devil is accused for disobeying to God’s law,
something that Jesus Christ, according to the Devil, did also. Moreover, one
gets to know that “after Christ’s death”, “he became Jehovah”. Damon in his
book William Blake: His Philosophy and Symbols argues that “after the
crucifixion, the Church worshipped the old God of this world under Christ’s
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name” (318). Blake perhaps sees Christ’s crucifixion rather as an act of love
and thus a release from worship than a continuation of it. However, the poet
surely wants to say with other words that the church still worshipped the old
God. The only difference was that they used or probably misused Christ’s
name from that time on.

The plate 5-6 concludes with a note on Milton in which Blake declares
“Milton . . . was a true Poet and of the Devil’s party without knowing it.”
Here Blake is emulating Milton by showing that Milton lived in a religiously
chaotic time, instead of that he wrote of God and angels without any rigidity.
It doesn’t mean that Milton was not a religious man rather he was not a blind
religious man. With this new outlook, Blake reads old works in different
ways. In an era when reason was supposed to govern passion, when the
order of life, the universe, and everything depended on staying in one’s place
in the great chain of being, Satan was the villain of Paradise Lost and God
the hero. But now, when passion should rule reason and people declared
their independence, Satan appears to be the hero.

Without contraries: Heaven is what you get if you’ll control, restraint,
the beach in it and stay within the boundaries and hell is the punishment
which you get if you cross those boundaries. Evil or hell, he argues, is
actually about freedom, about human expression in human individuality.
Good is more popular as it involves control restraints and limits. But at the
same moment he also mentions a sort of relationship between both of these.
They are somehow part and product of human life. They aren’t necessarily
completely in opposition, but there might exist a productive relationship
between these contraries.

Blake here is freezing in religious terms, but the opposition, he talks
about goes far beyond that. Practically, every philosophy before the
Romantic period was hierarchical. Certain values were on the top while
others were below. Generally reason on top and passions below. Even
when writers suggested that reason is and ought to be slaves of the passions,
what they meant are natural instincts and not violent passions like love or
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hatred. Blake here is not trying to merely inverse the hierarchy by bringing
passion on the top of reason but he is calling for a dynamic union of these
oppositions that we all experience in our lives. Romantic thinkers like Blake
have tried to suggest that human nature is dynamic and instead of trying to
suppress parts of ourselves, as traditional psychology and ethics taught or
trying to escape from our conflicts as Rousseau wanted to do with his
reverie in the bosom of nature, we should acknowledge our conflicts and
try to make them more productive.

Blake was a political radical and writing in the 1970s as he was in
this work, there is a very immediate context of satanic rebellion. Blake
deliberately rehabilitates the Satanic, but he certainly doesn’t mean that
cruelty is good. What he means is that energy and conflict are fundamental
to human existence. Whereas, he believes that official religion and political
thought define energy and conflict as wicked and that was in order to make
people passive and subservient. So Blake remarks, those who restrain desire
do so because there is this weak enough to be restrained.The restrainer of
reason usurps its place and governs the unwilling. This can be linked to
James Boswell’s, ‘afraid in his own desire and struggling to deny them’ but
in Blake’s terms unwilling when he does that his deepest self is in pain. His
composition is not meant to be didactic in its very approach but is meant
to stimulate one’s imagination.

Moreover, it is significant to recall the two key features focused upon
by Blake throughout- satire and personal philosophy. Blake is neither flippant
nor too serious; the Marriage has much wit and good humour mingled with
the expression of deeply felt personal convictions.

Plate 6-7

6.5 A MEMORABLE FANCY

“As I was walking among the fires of hell, delighted with the enjoyments
of Genius, ... is an immense world of delight, closed by your senses five?”
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This is not surprising, when looking at the following plates, which
leave the theoretical or conceptual paths behind and progress into something
less abstract. Theses plates were partially inspired by Dante’s Divine
Commedia and Blake takes the listener deeper into his world now and
presents to the reader his mental framework towards religion and philosophy;
he also provides some information on his way of printing plates. Here Blake
narrates his visit to hell where he collected some proverbs. The proverbs
spoken in the hell are full of torments and insanity but to Blake these proverbs
are full of wisdom and which according to him are much wiser than any
religious sermon. It just depends on the man that how he perceives the
proverb, whether in a fearful and incarcerated way, where man halts thinking
and obeys it as a commandment of God or affirmative to Blake, in a
courageous and freedom way, where man can question the proverbs of hell
as well as heaven and lead himself to wisdom. This first A Memorable Fancy
is nothing but an introduction to the Proverbs of Hell though. To stuffy
religious outsiders, he says, Hell might look like it’s full of torment, but it’s
actually a place where free thinkers can delight and revel in the full experience
of existence.

In the next paragraph of the memorable fancy, it seems Blake is
talking about the present world. He says when he came back on earth he
saw ‘a mighty Devil folded in black clouds, hovering on the sides of the
rock; with corroding fires’. It seems Blake is symbolizing here the rising
industrialization of which Blake was against. Might devil is a large factory
which is smiting ‘corroding fires’.

Plate 7
6.6 PROVERBS OF HELL

“In seed time learn, in harvest teach, in winter enjoy... Folly is the
cloak of knavery. Shame is Pride’s cloak.”

This section covers the famous part of the poem. In this section, Blake
illustrates proverbs which he has collected during his visit to Hell. A proverb is
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a little catchy saying, usually one with a pithy moral that’s supposed to
help people remember to do right. The Bible has a whole book of Proverbs,
and Blake knew that his 18th century audience would be familiar with
them. He uses these little verses to turn the established world on its head,
espousing his new vision. For example, while traditional Christian doctrine
advised people to be humble and embrace poverty, Blake writes, ‘The
road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.” These sayings are satirical
or blasphemous, depending on who’s doing the reading. The latter proverb
means that one has to go through fire to reach the destination he desires.
For instance, Lord Buddha himself find the middle way (wisdom) only
after enjoying the pleasures as a prince, and then overstraining through
the most extreme asceticism.

He further illustrates ‘Prudence is a rich ugly old maid courted by
Incapacity’ in which he again tries to say that the man who cannot desire
extremely wears the mask of sagaciousness and preach the society which
only will multiply his own incapacity. This Blake justifies in his next line
‘He who desires but acts not, breeds pestilence’ which connotes as the
so called sagacious personalities also desires but the energy in them to
fulfill their desire is extinguished the only thing left in them is sloth and
this sloth they are giving to the society.

‘Dip him in the river who loves water’ is a phrase through which
Blake emphasizes the moral relativism in which there is no absolute good
or evil. He refers here that one should submerge himself in the sea route
of their aspiration and only then they can get a way to lead their life

without any fear and constraint.

A fool interprets the same thing differently from a wise man and the
person who is not having the courage to be rebellious can never bring
change and can never be recognized in future. The person who is busy in
achieving his desires has no time for sorrow and he leaves the dichotomy
of good and bad and acts impulsively.
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‘If the fool would persist in his folly he would become wise’. Here
Blake satirizes the priesthood as well as and is also suggesting the society
the nothing is bad it is only time which constructs the bad as bad but if
society clings to the bad constantly, it will become good. This is what the
priesthood did.

Plate 8

“Prisons are built with stones of Law, Brothels with bricks of
Religion... The eagle never lost so much time as when he submitted to learn
of the crow.”

In plate 8 also, Blake continues the proverb. In first proverb Blake
inverted the idea of prisons and brothels. Prisons are the house for criminals
and criminals are one who does not follow the law and are supposed to be
punished and law is itself is constructed by priesthood. The brothels are also
the product of religion; here Blake attacks on the religious clergy and on the
subjugation of women. It is religion during Blake’s time that abandoned
women were forced to the prostitution, as society never considered them. In
the next proverbs Blake inverted the socially constructed vices i.e. pride, lust,
wrath, nakedness as they are also made by God. Like pride in Peacock, lust

in goat, wrath in tiger and nakedness of woman; this all is God’s creation.

In the next proverb, Blake asserts ‘Excess of sorrow laughs. Excess of
joy weeps’ and ‘The roaring of lions, the howling of wolves, the raging of the
stormy sea, and the destructive sword, are portions of eternity too great for
the eye of man’. He illustrates this to show that the thinking of man is limited
and he sees these things as the wrath of God but Blake here means that this
again is from God’s creations and they cannot be imagined or perceived in a
fearful manner.

Blake in the following proverbs again illustrates all these proverbs in his
own way and justifies that God is not prejudiced to rank all these creation in
a hierarchal way. It is again the hypocrisy and ignorance of the religious priests
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who justifies every virtue and vice in the name of God and propagate and
multiply these false beliefs. (Rest of all the proverbs is in prose form so there
is no need to paraphrase them.)

In the end of the plate 8, Blake pleads to the people that there is no
need to go to religious institutions rather man should believe himself and always
remain prepare to talk to his baser self. Whatever man believes truthfully is
right and whatever he not is wrong. He illustrates this with the proverb of
Eagle and Crow where Blake asserts ‘The eagle never lost so much time as

when he submitted to learn of the crow’.
Plate 9

“The fox provides for himself, but God provides for the lion... Joys
laugh not! Sorrows weep not!”

The fox is known to be a cunning animal and does not seize to be a
selfish being. Based on the human contemplation and comprehension, the fox
portrays the dark side of existence. However, the lion expresses dark qualities
like courage, bravery and the warrior spirit, which are often considered as
noble traits. ‘Think in the ..... sleep at night” These lines demand the use of
reason in one’s life. The distribution of certain actions that is necessary to
sustain life in a proper way. And before an action, a preplan serves as foreground

for future actions.

This world being a matter oriented place, solely works on the basis of
action. The fields will not produce any crop, unless they will have been worked
upon by men. The expectation of a certain reward is logical only when an
action is performed priory. The efforts and endeavors to achieve an aim acts
as prayer and those are indeed the actual prayers. The verbal recitation and
chanting of words are not capable of producing any result.

‘The tigers of wrath.... of instructions’ These lines signify that the
felicitous action done at the most required time. For instance, at the time of
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warfare, when the lives of people are at stake, the reasonable thing for the
soldiers is to save their people from enemy at any cost and not to indulge in
any kind of instructions which seem vague aftermath. It is the time to reflect
the ferocious emotions to protect the loved ones and not indulging in any kind
of negotiations which could be fruitful earlier not after the attack. The most
suitable act is to defend people from the foes.

‘Expect poison from standing water’ is the reference that one should
not stop even after achieving his previous set goal because then only his
progress stops. He should labour more and more because he does not
know what enough is.

‘You never know what is enough’ Here again Blake talks of his
philosophy of excess. He puts emphasis on the thing that that we should know
any phenomenon or thing beyond its limits, then only we can reach at any
conclusions. Without knowing the limits of things, we cannot reach at any
particular conclusion.

He is further talking about the balance of things. Everything takes its
own course of progression. If one thing lacks in one being, nature has
provided the other important characteristic in it. For instance, the proverb
“the weak in courage is strong in cunning” indicates that every being have
adopted one or the other means of their survival. As the apple tree never
asks for the means of growth to a beech tree. Nature has already embedded
the skills in every being to survive. And one should be thankful to God in
this context rather than complaining. One should learn to value whatever
one has got and be contented.

One should learn to absorb the wisdom from the mistakes of others.
If one does not learn anything from other’s mistakes, then he should commit
mistakes themselves. For mistakes give us the chance to improve. If the
great people in past had not made mistakes, they would not have reached the
stage of their excellence. Although, it is not necessary that one should repeat
the same mistake made by others, and go on further in the process of
development and progression by using their mistakes as a ladder.
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Blake again puts emphasis on the false priests who corrupt the minds
of ignorant people who have good hearts. They are the caterpillars who
choose the beautiful leaves to lay their eggs. These priests don’t know that
these people have found the God in their own way. They have Gods in their
hearts rather than in their speech only. A flower, although may seem a petty
creation but, if one goes in the depths of its creation, a world of wonders
gets unraveled. On the stage, the perception of a person who is ignored
will certainly differ from that of a person who has attained the knowledge
of creation of that flower.

Here, the flower’s creation is used as a metaphor to relate it with the
amount of work required to attain a specified goal. A small piece of perfection
requires an unimaginable time and effort. ‘Damn braces...” This proverb
signifies that no object of creation favor confinement or to be kept enslaved.
If someone keeps them that way, then he/she is restricting the natural way of
development of that creation, as nature has created everything free.

In their state of freedom, the living beings tend to grow naturally and
without any hindrance. The freedom of a soul is necessary, so as to attain
its true potential.

The ending proverb signifies again the philosophy of balance. Here
Blake pinpoints that joy and sorrow are both states of mind. A person can
remain happy in tough times and can be in a balanced state in times of
mirth. Joys are to be felt, and not necessary be expressed as laughter. The
sad times supply one with an opportunity to improve and rectify the faults
or the consequences that led to the state of morose.

Plate 10

“The head Sublime, the heart Pathos, the genitals Beauty,... Enough!
or Too much.”

Nature has assigned particular trait to each and every object. It has

also provided those with suitable habitat to sustain accordingly e.g. birds are
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given with air and fish with water. But the man tries to find follies in the
Nature’s strength. For instance a crow wished everything would be black
and the owl wished that everything would be white. So let them be in their
own ways rather than putting them in apprehension.

“Exuberance is beauty...” Initially exuberance might bring to mind
enthusiasm, it is a concept associated with evil. Blake tries to propose
that what is good might not be good because what we feel is good is
actually a worldly constructed good. Cheerfulness is associated with the
happiness but sometime it also occurs with somber excitement. The poet
expresses his view on the constructed facts and anticipates the other face
of the facts. Like he says ‘if Lion would be advised by the fox, he would
be cunning.’ Blake adds that the followers of crooked road are the actual
genius who has actually took the risk to choose this road rather than
choosing the road which is walked by everyone. Here Blake may be
justifying his own position that genius is outlaw and dull is socially
successful. Further Blake puts his iconoclastic view on truth in which he
says that truth is not constructed or told which society accepts rather it
is understood and should be subjective rather than objective.

Blake is contemptuous of people who do not act on their desires as
reflected in the proverbs emphasis the importance of desire: desire should
not be restricted; it should be embraced and followed. It is Blake’s belief in
desire that causes him to be anti-clerical, as rules and regulations limit the
individual’s capacity to follow his or her desire. This idea is also reflecting
in the last proverb “Enough! or Too Much.” Where evil is bound in the “too
much” of life, restraint and restrictions are good to certain extent. This is of
course the traditional moral view to the devil; exuberance is not only right
and good but also beautiful. It is the means by which life is made beautiful.

Plate 11

“The ancient Poets animated all sensible objects with... Thus men forgot
that All deities reside in the human breast.”
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They forget that god actually exist in human’s heart. Blake himself
was deeply religious, but anti-clerical. He resented institution of any kind
because of the rules and regulations associated with them. He expresses
that ancient poets have associated the things created by nature with Gods
which were later interpreted by prophets in their own way. This shows the
pantheistic inclination of Blake in which he condemns the contemporary
industrialization. According to him those poets were well learned and much
profound. They had the broader knowledge of the phenomenon of nature
and they tried to save the woods, rivers, mountains, lakes, cities, nations
by attributing them with God like traits but the priests made their own
system and helped the contemporary industrialization to flourish at the
expense of nature. The abstract God is in the heart of every being but these
false prophets have separated this God by imposing their rules and
regulations for whole human kind. This gave rise to priesthood where the
innocence of human kind other desires they aspired was put in chains.
These priests have preached things in their own way rather than considering
the real meanings of ancient poets and they insist that these are the wordings
of Gods. They forget that god actually exist in human’s heart.

6.7 LET US SUM UP

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell by William Blake, a visionary and
iconoclastic work published in 1790, is a provocative and symbolic exploration
of the dualities inherent in human nature. Through a series of aphorisms, poems,
and prose, Blake challenges conventional notions of good and evil, heaven and
hell, and reason and imagination. He presents a contrarian perspective, suggesting
that the traditional virtues associated with heaven are often restrictive and
hypocritical, while the supposed vices of hell can be sources of creativity and
liberation. Blake’s work advocates for the integration of opposing forces,
emphasizing the necessity of embracing both aspects of the human experience
to achieve a harmonious and holistic existence. Through its vivid and symbolic
language, “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell” stands as a radical manifesto
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that encourages readers to question established norms and recognize the inherent

tensions within the human psyche.

6.8

SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
Mark True or False:

In the Argument part of the poem shows conversation of devils as a
profitable one.

William Blake considers contraries as destructive entities.

William Blake believes that excess of everything is bad.

Blake objects to commit mistake.

William Blake was an atheist. e

EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

What general expectations does the Argument establish for the rest
of MHH?

What is a “contrary”? How do contraries differ from simple opposites?

Whose perspective do the last four sentences flow from? Are they to
be accepted at face value?

Does the Devil satisfactorily correct the Errors he says have been caused
by “Bibles or sacred codes”?

In what ways has Milton misread the Bible, according to the narrator?

Why does the narrator nonetheless admire Milton? What does that
admiration have to do with the doctrine of contraries?

Explicate three or more of the Proverbs and, if possible, relate them to
one another. In what way might the proverbs be true, in spite of their
apparent contradictoriness?
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6.10

What is Blake’s warning about the poetic device of personification? i.e.
“The ancient Poets animated all sensible objects with Gods or

Geniuses...”
SUGGESTED READING

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell in Full Colour by William Blake.
Dover publication.

An analysis of William Blake'’s “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell”
by Stefanos Vassiliadis. Grin Publication.

sk sk skosk
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M.A. ENGLISH : SEMESTER II

COURSE CODE : ENG 222 LESSON No. 7
POETRY-II WILLIAM BLAKE UNIT-1I

Selection from the Marriage of Heaven and Hell

STRUCTURE

7.1 Introduction

7.2 Objectives

7.3 A Memorable fancy

7.4 A Song of Liberty

7.5 Let Us Sum Up

7.6  Self-Assessment Questions

7.7  Examination Oriented Questions

7.8  Suggested Reading

7.1 INTRODUCTION

W. Blake in the Marriage of Heaven and Hell and Hell sets out to
correct some of our incorrect notions. Blake tells us that good and evil
asen’t what we think they are. They are just different kinds of energics &
both are needed to kept the world going.

7.2  OBJECTIVES

In this lesson we shall analyze the poem from plate 12 to plate 24.
After reading this lesson learners will be able to know the detailed summary
of the plates (12-24) and to understand Blake’s mythological world.
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Plate 12-13

7.3 A MEMORABLE FANCY

“The Prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel dined with me... for the sake ‘of
present ease or gratification™’.

In plate 12 -13 titled ‘A Memorable fancy’, Blake in the process of
explaining his visit to hell, presents the story of his dining with Isaiah and
Ezekiel. Through the prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel, Blake symbolizes his
entwined poet-prophet identity as he regards prophet as not someone who
foresees the future but the one who reveals eternal truths. Blake, from his
childhood believed in the visionary experiences and considered them as a
natural phenomenon and the source of manifesting divine imagination in man.
Blake was of the view that our inner vision leads to prophecy and the validity
of whatever it reveals is eternal and this inner vision is availed if we liberate our
senses and consciousness from the chains of reason. Thus, the working of his
inner vision in this memorable fancy explains the instance of how he dined with
these ancient poets — [saiah and Ezekiel. The speaker asks them how they had
the courage to assert that God spoke to them without getting afraid of being
misunderstood. People who prophesize or have visions are often on the brink
of being misunderstood by the common people and could be simply understood
as imposing their personal thoughts on others rather than conveying divine
wishes. Isaiah rejected this statement by confirming that he didn’t hear the
voice of God or see God — not physically through his finite sensual perception.
But he heard his own voice of honest outrage and in this honest indignation; he
heard the voice of God and realized the presence of infinite in every finiteness.
Blake outlines the contradictions and stresses that our senses are indeed gifts
from God. Moreover, through the voice of Isaiah, he tries to persuade the
readers to have the courage to voice their most desired and cherished desires
and always be themselves. He implies that it takes courage to be an
independent thinker and when a person is able to hear his voice of indignation,
then only, he gets liberated and becomes fearless. This inner voice is the voice
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of God and on realizing this Isaiah got liberated and without fearing the
consequences, he just wrote. Then the narrator asked if being firmly
persuaded that something is true makes it true. Isaiah replied that in poetic
imagination, the things imagined or created with firm belief are as true as life.
The belief has the power of shaking mountains but most people are incapable
of this firm belief. Romantic projection is a romantic notion. Romantic
believes that the visions he is having can be projected onto the world and
they become reality. For the enlightenment period, the highest human and
divine attribute is reason whereas for the romantic period, the highest human
and divine attribute is creation, the combination of will and energy which are
considered as the highest of romantic virtues. Then Ezekiel in the poem told
about the erection of institutionalized religion and God by priests. Different
nations had different explanations for the origin of the world and God, but he
said, the people of Israel taught the world about the first principle of creation
or the “poetic genius”. All other philosophies and religions of other countries
are merely derivatives or tributaries of this fundamental source of creation.
This was the reason of their abhorring the priests and their institutionalized
religions which burgeons on reason and passivity ignoring energy and activity.
This led to their prophesizing that at the end, everyone will recognize the
source of all Gods which is poetic genius. He cites the example of King
David of Israel who ruled over Judah from 1010-970 B.C.E. and depicted
as an acclaimed courageous warrior, and a poet and musician, credited for
composing much of the psalms contained in Book of Psalms. King David is
widely viewed as righteous and effective king in battle and civil justice. He
is described as a man after God’s own heart. Both in his prophetical and in
his regal character, David was a type of messiah. The book of psalms
commonly bears the tittle of the “Psalms of David”, from the circumstance
that he was the largest contributor (about 80 psalms) to the collection. King
David lived life to the fullest as he didn’t suppress his desires and on the
realization of his scandal by a confrontation with Prophet Nathan, he accepts
his sin and prayed fervently for God’s mercy.
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Ezekiel explains that he and Isaiah preached against the priests and
religions of other countries and asserted that they had rebelled just to make
people understand the real source of creation, “Poetic Genius”. But the
common people could not understand their rebellion and without
understanding their prophesies, they simply followed the established religion.
He says that his and Isaiah’s poetry did become mere religion. “Poetic
Genius”, the only real thing comes from “the human breast”. But
unfortunately, everyone simply followed the “the Jews code” and “the Jews
God”, falling into the pattern once again. The narrator heard all this with
wonder and confessed his persuasion. After dinner, he asked Isaiah about
his lost works and both the prophets responded that none of that value has
lost. Then he asked Isaiah about his roaming naked and bare foot for three
years and he responded by citing the example of his friend Diogenes, the
cynic, as he walked around naked and lived a life of utter poverty just to
bring out the hypocrisies of humans and human life in general. Then the
narrator asked Ezekiel about his eating dung and laying so long on his right
and left side. He responded that he underwent these conditions just to
make other people realize of their finite approaches in their lives so that
they can open up to the infinite. People often think about their immediate
pleasure or gratifications, thus ignoring their conscience or inner voice and
remain devoid of that immense knowledge and pleasure which comes with
transgression, all their lives. He says that they did all this in order to make
people realize of their infinite capabilities by identifying their latent energies.
Since Blake is trying to walk on the path of these prophets, if people start
worshipping his mythology and treat it as religion, the cycle would continue.

Plate 14

“The ancient tradition that the world ... he sees all things thro’
narrow chinks of his cavern.”

In plate 14, Blake makes a reference to the creation of universe

which was created in six days and says that he agrees with the ancient
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tradition of destruction of world at the end of six thousand years by its
consumption in fire. He attributes the source of this information to hell.
Here Blake is clearly predicting the liberation of world from the restrictive
thoughts of the enlightenment (including Cartesian dualism of the separation
of body and soul) which appear “finite and corrupt” to Blake. The world
will be released from its restrictions and appear infinite and pure when
the Cherub with the flaming sword who guards the Garden of Eden will
have to leave and people will be able to have fun and happiness in their
lives again Blake makes his contribution in this reformation through his
own artwork by “printing in the infernal method, by corrosives.” He tries
to improve the taste of people by pouring down the nectar of creative
imagination so that they understand the infiniteness of the finite through an
improvement in their sensual perception. The first thing he wants to achieve
is to efface completely the notion of distinction of body and soul from the
consciousness of man by making use of the infernal method for printing,
that is, by making bitingly sarcastic remarks at the finite and parochial
ideologies of pre-established institutions of religions and philosophies.
This method has medicinal and curative benefits in hell as it dissolves the
evident upper layer and reveals the holy infinite which was concealed by
the superficial limitedness. It is important to cleanse senses through which
we perceive this world in order to see it in its true capacity and true
infiniteness. We need to shake the dust of finiteness and religiously
preached good and morality off our senses and need to embrace the idea
of bad and devil in us, to understand the real essence of this whole
world. Man has become passive to explore the avenues out of his grotto
as he remains closed up in it and only see the fragments of the things
through the narrow slits of his cave. This passivity, this acceptance for
readymade ideas, this viewing the world through the small slit is his weak
spot which makes him vulnerable and he is able to see only one aspect
of this world. If he wants to open himself up to the full view of life and
experience all its energies and emotions, he needs to approach lives and
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world from the perspectives of both, good and bad, the angel and the
devil. This is another example of Blake being funny since he is being
serious about the part he will play while also being slyly self-depreciative.

Plate 15-17
A Memorable Fancy

“I was in a printing house in hell, & saw ... who are our Energies.”

In plate 15, Blake gives the detailed description of a printing house
in hell and relates the method of transferring knowledge from one
generation to another. This is the poetic way of describing his own
printing process by calling it “a printing house in hell.” Symbolically,
Blake is suggesting that his work will have a lasting impact saying that his
new printing methods will be transmitted from generation to generation
and it will bring revolution. Blake’s vision of a printing house in hell is
the type of dream an inspired printer is expected to have and in all his
visions, he is more than a passive observer. Blake has the ability to live
the visions on the level of abstraction and is able to objectify them.
Arising from the collective unconscious, it appears to Blake in the form
of an archetypal dream. He observes, converses and participates through
the medium of his own personality in the action that takes place. He also
involves the external world in the dream as he views the vision as having
implications. Through the support of his visionary experience, he is able
to comment on the world from a detached position. This leads Northrop
Frye to declare that The Marriage of Heaven and Hell belongs in the
tradition of great satire. Satire has always been one of the most effective
weapons of the poet and the prophet. It acts as an acid which corrodes
everything that it touches. Blake saw the acid bath of his engravings as
a symbol of this approach.

In order to understand Blake’s imagination completely, we must try to
analyze the symbols he uses, that come into consciousness in the course of
visionary experience. This connects us with another aspect of reality, i.e.,
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with the non-rational side of reality. For, we must accept and believe that
man is not just a rational being but is also under the effect of some non-
rational factors as emotions and instinctual drives and we cannot ignore these
in the full comprehension of man and reality. Thus it is important to consider
the various elements that appear in Blake’s visions and use the method of
amplification for their analysis and to elaborate upon what Blake is “seeing”
in order to discover that what reality these images impart.

Readers and critics of Blake have offered various differing
interpretations of his symbols- as the symbol is a bridge between
consciousness and something which is unknown. The essence of a symbol
could be seen in its ambiguity and its attraction lies in its one part being
visible and the other remaining obscure as the case with the printing house
vision of the six caves-chambers and their occupants.

The number six has a striking affinity for the motif of his study.
Jung states that according to old tradition six means creation and evolution,
as it is the product of two and three (even and odd=female and male). He
quotes Philo Judaeus, who calls the “senarius” (six) the “number most suited
to generation.”

The word “generation” here may convey more than one sense. Blake’s
intention of using the word “generation” may imply a period in the history of
mankind but on another level, Blake may be hinting at the generation of an idea
and how an idea bursts into form.

The six chambers, except for the last one, are really caves-dark womb-
like openings in the earth and where the inhabitants live in isolation from the
rest of the world. Blake can enter that area at will as he has cleansed his doors
of perception with corrosives and he no longer requires to peer through the
narrow chinks of his five senses.

In the first chamber, he sees a Dragon-man. This reference to Dragon-
man shows evidences of Blake’s being familiar with the mythological patterns
of ancient Greece, where a parallel exists. The first king of Attica, as Ovid

149



recounts the tale, was called Cecrops. He had no human ancestor and was
only half human, that half being the head, arms and the upper part of the torso
and remaining part being the dragon. The vipers, and the others with him, are
seen adorning the cave with gold and silver and precious stones. He spreads
about all kinds of material treasure prized by man. Like the serpent in Eden,
he holds before man’s eyes that for which he yearns. It is the fruit of the tree
of knowledge, and it tempts man to procure for himself all the advantages of
power and wealth. This is what Blake believes makes the attainment of
knowledge desirable to so many people, and this is what he fears and distrusts
as he would the venom of the viper. This is why he detests the tools and
machines of the Industrial Revolution; he sees them as becoming the masters
of men as they grope blindly after the treasures of the earth. Blake regards
them as the blandishments of the serpent, and he believes that rather than
freeing mankind, the use of knowledge for material production enslaves him.

As the viper symbolizes all that is material and sensual in man, the eagle
represents the polar opposite to Blake. The third chamber, then releases
corporeal man from the coils of the serpent. No longer need he be bound to
earth, for this eagle’s feathers and wings are of air-the whole bird is mind or
spirit. What under the viper’s domination was a rocky cave now dissolves its
walls and becomes infinity. This is Blake’s feeling about the power of imagination
as embodies in the great bird: it surpasses time and space and reveals that
which is beyond the limit of man’s experience.

We note that in the first chamber the activity of the dragons was the
clearing away of rubbish, in the second chamber, the vipers are busily engaged
in placing valuable baubles about; and it is only in the third chamber that
something new actually comes into being. It is with the emergence of the
eagle-men, Blake’s conceptualization of the poetic genius- that creativity
begins to take place.

Blake describes perception in the first case, acceptance of sensual
desire in the second, development of the creative spirit in the third, and
now his dream brings him into the fourth chamber: a fiery furnace in which
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flaming lions are the agents of a process of transformation. Their rage as
they talk about is the reaction to the ceaseless conflict between viper aspect
and the eagle aspect in man, as Blake experiences it in his own being. In
the interaction, which takes place in the fourth chamber, the metals, or
elements continue and “living fluids” are the result. The fluid state is that
condition which can take the form of any vessel into which it is poured-it
might be said to resemble free energy which has the capacity of being
directed into a limitless number of channels. Blake feels this energy burning
within him, it is too intense for him to endure, and he must swiftly advance

into the next chamber.

In the fifth chamber, Blake makes reference to some “Unnam’d
forms”, which give shape and expression to energy, represented as flaming
fire. Blake says that these forms “cast the metals into the expanse”, that is,
from these inner constructive principles ensues the dynamic action which
results in the transmission of knowledge from generation to generation. The
sixth chapter is the end of the historical process, when a man is finally able
to understand something of which he was not aware before. What he has
done is to accept certain contents which come up from the unconscious and
to make those contents conscious. Blake recognizes intuitively that this is
the way man learns. And man as printer commits this learning to books

which are placed in libraries.

The whole passage can be interpreted as Blake’s projection of the
mystery of his personal creative activity, beginning with a vision and being
brought into reality through a magical and devilish printing process. Or, the
passage could be taken in a broader aspect, as the paradigm in one man,
possessed of an unparalleled ability to express his experiences, or the manner
in which unknown mysteries become psychological facts.

Blake used to do everything himself in printing; he did not have to go
to traditional publisher and therefore follow their rules. It is another poetic way
of delineating something that is fairly mundane; the printing of a book.
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It also talks about the giants or the antediluvians that are briefly
mentioned in the flood story of the book of Genesis. They were the sources
of energy which is now suppressed by the religion. Blake says these giants
are in reality the cause of life on this earth and the source of all energy and
activity, they are the seed bed of the sensual existence of this world but
now they themselves are living in chains in this world. He further adds that
chains can only bind those who are not strong enough or lack the will to
get immersed in their own selves, in their energies good or bad. Chains are
the devices created by the weak and tame minds to resist the call of their
inner voice and the will to act on it. The weakness in courage becomes the
strength of the cunning as the mind who cannot herald into creativity through
the reigns of his courage and inner energy will definitely find clever avenues
to stay in its place intact and also to save its position.

Blake divides this world into two — the Prolific and the Devourer.
The Prolific are the producers, the fecund energies who fulfill the world
with the fruits of their creativity and production. The Devourers, the
oppressors of the energies, prey upon and enjoy avidly the production of
the prolific and fancies that the producer is in its fetters. The devourer is
oblivious of the fact that, through the fruits of the creator, he is only
consuming a part of it taking it as whole and he cannot bind the creative
energy as it is infinite. But Blake also throws light on the importance of the
devourer as without him, it is not possible for the creator to be prolific as
the contention between the two is the source of creation. The devourer
provides the direction of creation to the prolific as the devourer tries to
engulf whatever excesses the prolific provide and thus the prolific has to
become more and more creative every time. Then Blake also brings forth
the doubt of some who consider only God to be prolific. He satisfies their
query by suggesting what he suggested earlier also that nobody has seen
God physically. God is present and act through the man or the existing
beings. He manifests himself in human beings when they listen to the pure

voice of their inner selves and when they realize the immense power and
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conviction present inside. He is not present in the pre-established notions
of religion. He is present in the ever flowing energy inside us. Then he says
that these two types of man are present on this earth since creation and
they are supposed to be enemies. The idea of their reconciliation will lead
to the destruction of the existence as these contraries are important for the
progression of the world. Religion tries to establish the friendship between

the two but Jesus Christ wanted to separate them and make them enemies.

Plate 17-20
A Memorable Fancy

“An Angel came to me and said: ‘O pitiable foolish... Opposition in
true friendship™’.

In this “Memorable Fancy”, Blake quotes an angel who came to
him and sounded like a typical hell fire preacher and addresses him as a
pitiable foolish young man, horrible and dreadful and asks him to reconsider
the choice of his career as it will lead the narrator to hot burning dungeon
till eternity. The narrator says that they should compare eternities and
then see whose is better. The angel thus took him through a stable and
through a church into a church vault and finally they reach a mill. The
church here symbolizes the institutionalized religion, church vault suggests
death or something locked away and the mill symbolizes the rational
thought. After the mill, they arrived at a cave and through the cave they
search their slow and boaring way into a boundless void which appeared
as if there exists a sky below them and they held themselves at their
places by sticking to the roots of trees and hung over this immensity. The
narrator said to the angel that if the angel pleases, they could commit
themselves to the void and wait for the divine guidance there and further
adds that he will definitely wait there even if the angel refuses to do so.
The angel asked him not to presume and he also agrees to stay till the
darkness fades away and the destiny of the speaker is revealed. So they
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both remained there, the speaker sitting in the twisted root of an oak and
the angel suspended in the fungus. In front of them was an infinite abyss
and it was fiery and smoky as if a city is on fire. Beneath them, at a long
distance, there was the sun, black and shining along which on a fiery
track were spiders who were revolving and moving towards their preys.
Their preys were the offspring of corruption and were terrifically shaped
animals and were flowing or swimming in the air in the infinite deep and
these were the “Devils” and were called “Powers of the air”. The speaker
then asked his companion which was his eternal lot and the angel replied
that it was “between the black and white spiders” but from between them
cloud and fire worst blackening all below and the bottom became black
as a sea and below nothing was visible and appeared only a black tempest.
Then eastwards, they saw a large waterfall of blood and fire between the
clouds and the waves and then at a little distance, they saw a thing
approaching. At first it rose and sunk like the scaly fold of a giant serpent,
then appears as a fiery crest over the waves, and then it appeared as a
ridge of golden rocks, then two globes of crimson fire and finally the
identity of the thing became clear as it was Leviathan which was heading
towards them with all the “fury of a spiritual existence.”

At seeing this, the angel climbed back into the mill and the speaker
remained alone. Then the appearance also vanished and the speaker found
himself on a pleasant bank of a river in moonlight and a harper was
singing to his harp about the stagnation of the opinions of the mind and
the harm caused by it. Then the speaker headed for the mill where he
found the angel who was surprised to see him and enquired about his
escape. The speaker answered that whatever they saw was because of
the angel’s metaphysics and when he ran away, the speaker found himself
at a very, pleasant bank of a sea. They have seen the speaker’s lot and
now the speaker offers the angel to show him his lot. The angel laughs at
it but the speaker forcibly carries him in his arms and flies towards west
until they were elevated above the earth’s shadow and then they both
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jump into the body of the sun. There the speaker clothes himself in white
robe, taking Swedenborg’s volumes and passing all the planets to reach
Saturn and then after some rest leaped into the void between storm and
stars. The speaker tells the angel that here in this space is his lot. Then
they saw the stable and the church and he took him to the altar and
opened the Bible and found a deep pit into which they both moved and
saw seven houses of brick. Blake gives the description of only one house
which they entered and it was full of chained monkeys, baboons and
other animals of that species, they were grinning and snatching at each
other but were controlled by their short chains. At sometimes, they grow
multifold and then the hunting of the weak by the strong takes place. First
they couple with each other grinningly and then the strong devoured the
weak by first pulling its one limb, then another till the body becomes a
helpless trunk and at last with apparent fondness, it is devoured too. One
animal was plucking the flesh off his own tail and the atmosphere was
filled with annoying stench. Then they enter the mill and the speaker
comes out with the Skelton of Aristotle’s Analytics. To all this, Angel
responds by saying that the speaker should be ashamed as he has imposed
his own phantasy or imagination on the angel. Angel retorts by saying that
at times favourable, they both imposed their beliefs on each other and
now they cannot converse with each other as the work of angle is only
Analytics. Blake once again hints at the importance of contention or
opposition as it is the source of progression and it is true friendship.

Through the eyes of the angel, the narrator’s future looks like hell and
the angel runs away with fear- which causes the place to look pleasant
through the narrator’s own vision. And through the speaker’s eyes, the angel’s
future also looks bleak including chained monkeys who were killing each
other and other bad visions. Blake also makes fun of Swedenborg and
Aristotle’s logic in the course of his fancy. This is another example of seeing
yourself and the world through other people’s eyes ignoring our own heart
and energies and how the situation reverses when you follow your own heart.
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Plate 21-22
“I have always found that Angels ... he only holds a candle in sunshine.”

In this plate, Blake exposes the vanity of angels as they consider
themselves to be the only wise and the foundation of this vanity is
systematic reasoning which is the principle of enlightenment and they preach
it with confident impudence. This plate is a specific jab at Swedenborg.
Blake sarcastically attacks Swedenborg’s claims that whatever he writes
are fresh whereas they are the contents or index of the already published
books. He compares Swedenborg to a man who carries a monkey along
with him to show his superiority in intelligence to monkey and his vanity
increased and considered himself to be wiser than others. Swedenborg
considered himself to be the first one who exposed the church and its
hypocrisies and he considered all others as religious and saw himself as
a transgressor. Blake cites two facts about Swedenborg. Firstly he says
that Swedenborg did not write anything fresh or any new truth as what he
wrote, it has already been written or hinted at by other writers also in the
past. The other fact is he has repeated all the old falsehoods. He has not
created anything new and just copied the old knowledge and the reason
behind this is his finiteness in his conversation which is limited only to the
angels who are all religious and never conversed with the devils who hate
religion. He never tried to see another face of coin as he was not capable
of shedding off his envisaged beliefs. His writings are mere encapsulations
of all the previous superficial knowledge and opinions and dissection of
some eye opening knowledge but nothing more. He also states another
fact that any person with some mechanical skills has the capability of
producing the huge works of equal weight age as that of Swedenborg’s
work from the writings of Paracelsus or Jacob Behmen and the work will
be infinite in number if the reference taken is works of Dante or
Shakespeare and be better than Swedenborg. He again remarks that
whoever copies from the earlier works does not become superior or wiser
than the master but only knows a part of his knowledge. They could
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never be better than their masters as their works will be the candle whereas

their master’s work i1s sunshine.

Plate 22-24
A Memorable Fancy
“Once I saw a devil in flame of fire ... Ox is oppression.”

In the last ‘Memorable Fancy”, Blake reveals his notion of
worshipping God. Persuasive, rebellious and centuries ahead of his time,
defiant Blake honors the name of God by challenging our beliefs and
exposing us to opposition. The speaker narrates an incidence of conversation
that took place between devil in a flame of fire and Angel who sat on a
cloud. Devil voiced the emotions of Blake regarding worship of God. The
best way to worship God is to appreciate and esteem his valuable gifts in
other fellow men according to their creativity, for God manifests himself
through his gifts he bestowed upon human beings. The greatest man should
be loved and revered best and those who asperse the personality and
deeds of great men in reality hate God as God resides in all humankind. On
hearing this, the angel first becomes blue, then grew yellow and at last
became white, then pink and smilingly addressed the devil as Idolater and
asked if God is not one and if he is not visible in Jesus Christ. Also he
asserts that Jesus Christ has given his approval to the law of Ten
Commandments and considered all other men as “fools, sinners and
nothings”. The devil replied that if you crush a fool along with wheat in a
mortar, his folly will also be beaten out of him. Taking the example of Jesus
Christ he says that if he is the greatest man, then he should be loved to the
greatest degree but he also broke the Ten Commandments to which he has
given his sanction. He cites certain examples of Christ when he broke the
laws of Ten Commandments viz. when he mocked at the Sabbath, and thus
mocked at the Sabbaths God, he is guilty of murdering those who were
murdered because of him, not providing the support of law to the woman
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taken in adultery and other such examples. The devil then says that without
breaking these Ten Commandments, no virtue can exist. As Jesus acted by
his own impulses rather than following the rules of others, or the religious
rules which is the reason of greatness of Jesus. At this point, Angel stretched
out his arms to embrace the flame of fire and emerged as Elijah. He became

a convert and is now a devil.

Blake ends the “Memorable fancy” by promising the “Bible of Hell”,

which allude to his future works he will write and illustrate.
7.4 A SONG OF LIBERTY

“1. The Eternal Female groaned! It was heard over all the Earth:...
For every thing that lives is Holy.”

Reflecting the outbreak of American Revolution and the uprising against
the tyranny of Church and state, Blake’s ‘Songs of Liberty’ is entirely symbolic.
It opens with a fallen experiential world of oppression, with Albion, Blake’s
representation of England, sick. The American Revolution and the France
being commanded to ‘rend down thy dungeon’, clearly projects the fall of
the Bastille. The French revolution here is seen as the birth of the spirit of
liberty. With this, the fiery spirit of revolution is reborn, which Blake calls
Orc, encompassing all forms of liberation. Its main figure, a redeemer son is
described as a ‘terror’ born on the ‘infinite mountains’ across the ‘Atlantic

sea’. This son is basically a thinly rewriting of Christ at the Second Coming.

Confronting Urizen on the Atlantean mountains and the ‘starry king’ of
England, George III, who repress liberation, Orc succeeds in stamping the
‘stony law’ to dust. Urizen hurls him into the western sea, only to suffer a
Satanic fall himself. He promulgates the Ten Commandments, eyeing in dismay
Orc, who is destroying curses, law, empire and sexual repression. The event
i1s accompanied by a chorus at the backdrop that rings the proclamation against
imperial savagery as it sings, “Empire is no more! And now the lion and the
wolf shall cease... For everything that lives holy” (226).
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The poem can be identified with the Bible, particularly the book of
Revelation in terms of its structure and language. Beginning with ‘eternal female’
which is with reference to Mary, Blake implication is to create the mental
picture of conception and the birth of Jesus. But here, he reverses the context
by posing the birth of the antichrist, the opposite of Jesus. Nevertheless, this
alternate identity is not an evil creature, but an agent of freedom and liberation.
The fire imagery represents how the marriage of heaven and hell will liberate
the world from autocracy. It should be noted that fire which is usually associated
with hell is here used in heaven.

7.5 LET US SUM UP

In Plates 12-24 of William Blake’s “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell,”
the visionary poet continues to present a series of aphorisms and poetic prose
that challenge traditional moral and religious conventions. Blake delves into the
concept of contraries, asserting that opposition is necessary for existence and
growth. He critiques established religious and social institutions, portraying
them as limiting and oppressive. Blake introduces the idea of the “Proverbs of
Hell,” a set of unconventional and often paradoxical statements that challenge
conventional wisdom. These proverbs emphasize the importance of embracing
desire, energy, and individual creativity, countering the restrictive moral codes
associated with heaven. Throughout this section, Blake explores the interplay
between reason and imagination, suggesting that a harmonious integration of
these opposing forces is essential for spiritual and creative enlightenment. Overall,
Plates 12-24 of “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell” contribute to Blake’s
visionary and revolutionary stance, advocating for the liberation of the human
spirit from societal constraints.

7.6 SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS

I. William Blake dined in the hell. Name the persons with whom he dined.
2. Discuss Blake’s idea of heaven.
3. Blake was in the favor of Angels or Demons.
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10.

Does Blake refer to the biblical concept of creation in his poem or not.

Discuss Blake’s idea of God.
EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

What does the narrator learn from the Prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel?

What constitutes the Apocalypse alluded to in the line “the world will
be consumed in fire at the end of six thousand years”?

What, if anything, does Blake’s own writing or engraving have to do
with the Apocalypse? (The Norton editors write that the Fancy is an
allegory about Blake’s methods as an engraver. Is it more than that?)

What are the “Prolific” and the “Devouring,” respectively? What is the
relationship between them?

From what perspective does the Angel admonish the narrator?

By what means do the Angel and the narrator descend into the abyss
or “void boundless”? Can you provide some explication of the various
“places” along the way?

Why should it matter that the Angel is upside down, I.e. that “he was
suspended in a fungus which hung with the head downward into the
deep”?

Why does the narrator’s comic vision of the Angel’s eternal lot take the
particular form it does?

What is the narrator’s basic criticism of the Angel’s view and of those
who ground their opinions in sacred codes, or institutional religion?
What, then, is the way to true knowledge?

Why is it significant for MHH as a whole that the Angel is converted to
the narrator’s and the Devil’s perspective?
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7.8

SUGGESTED READING

The Book of Thel, and The Marriage of Heaven and Hell by William
Blake. Dodo Press.

Art and alienation in Blake’s The marriage of Heaven and Hell by
Timothy Wallace Drescher. University of Wisconsin Press.

ok ok skok
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8.8 Self-Assessment Questions
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8.1 INTRODUCTION

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell not only broke with the past on
many levels but was also an important first step in the articulation of Blake’s
philosophy and the creation of his new university.

8.2 OBJECTIVES

In this lesson we shall discuss William Blake’s The Marriage of Heaven
and Hell, from various perspectives which will help the learners in complete
explanation of the poem.
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8.3 BLAKE’S SYMBOLISM

Blake is a highly symbolic poet and his poetry is rich in symbols and
allusions. Almost each and every other word in his poems is symbolic. A
symbol is an object which stands for something else as dove symbolizes
peace. Similarly, Blake’s tiger symbolizes creative energy; Shelley’s wind
symbolizes inspiration; Ted Hughes’s Hawk symbolizes terrible destructiveness
at the heart of nature. Blake’s symbols usually have a wide range of meaning
and more obvious. Few critics would now wish to call Blake a symbolist
poet, since his handling of symbols is markedly different from that of the
French symbolistes’, but the world inhabited by his mythical figures is defined
through quasi-allegorical images of complex significance, and such images
are no less important in his lyrical poetry. The use of symbols is one of the
most striking features of Blake’s poetry.

An explanation of The Marriage requires first a brief discussion of
the symbols involved in that work. The first of the symbols which confronts
us is that of Rintrah, the mythological being who “rear and shakes his fire”.
Northrop Frye in his study Fearful Symmetry equates Rintrah with the Biblical
Elijah who is the ascetic prophet in angry revolt against injustice and the
deformity of moral virtue in society. In The Marriage of Heaven and Hell
Rintrah is mentioned only twice - once at both the beginning and end of “The
Argument”. In those two instances he seems to be expressing merely the
cyclic spirit of revolt, and hardly more than this can be deduced at this point
concerning his character. A more significant symbol in The Marriage is Blake’s
picturesque representation of himself as the Devil, who also represents the
spirit of protest. But while Rintrah is the ascetic statement of revolt, the
Devil is the positive movement of revolutionary energy within a society. Since
The Marriage is a biting satire on the evils of passive and conventional
society, the Devil symbolizes, on one level that influence which seeks to
disrupt the status quo in a drive for positive reform.

The Devil and Rintrarh are in strong opposition to a third symbol —
that of the Angel — who represents the society of convention and law, of
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moral virtue for its own selfish ends. As the personification of tradition and
restraint, this symbol is the spirit of complacency which rules all worldly
societies. The Angel is the status quo that the Devil seeks to upset and he is
the complete antithesis of the ascetic Rintrah.

In the reading and analysis of The Marriage one must remember that
Blake for the most part ascribes to the Satanic characters the admirable
qualities of energy and open-mindedness, while he clothes the - “heavenly”
element of humanity with the contemptible attributes of narrow-mindedness
and passivity”. This method of satire offers a perfect set- up for criticism of
the social order,

“Without contraries is no progression. Attraction and Repulsion, Reason
and Energy, Love and Hate, are necessary to Human existence.”

“From these contraries spring what the religious call Good and Evil.
Good is the passive that obeys Reason. Evil is the active springing
from Energy.”

“Good is Heaven. Evil is Hell.”

Blake, like Heraclitus, believes “opposition brings men together, and
out of discord comes the fairest harmony”.

This interaction of the two contraries in man’s life brings the reader to
the fourth symbol of The Marriage — that of the Angel embracing the Devil
who, being consumed in flames, rises as Elijah-. This synthesis of Angel and
Devil represents the artist whose Imagination must create with in a society
which continually attempts to restrain it. Like the artist, all must live in this
world. The most sublime of our creations — no matter how universal their
implications — are necessarily in its terms. One cannot constantly reject the
imperfect society, as Rintrah does, without offering some substitution, for all
are bound by the very nature to require expression through such mediums.
These societies, of which the artist is irrevocably a part, constantly attempt to
restrict and suppress his imagination, requiring a conformity which is death
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to the creative impulse. In the same way all are caught to a greater or lesser
degree in the conflict which exists between the individual imagination and the
conformity required by the environment. It is for this reason that the artist
and the individual ever lie between the two temptations- one, to forsake
society for the life of the imagination and in so doing, surrender that
environment which gives scope and meaning to creativity, the other, to forsake
imagination and live by the mediocre standards of society, thus sacrificing the
essence of the artistic soul. Blake considered those who have made a
successful adjustment to society and yet have not compromised their
imaginations, to be among “the Redeemed”.

The Argument opens, with a picture of Rintrah, the hermit protester and
social outcast. Blake establishes the ascetic character of this symbol by setting
his description in a two-line stanza away from the rest of the poem. In the
second stanza Blake goes on to speak of the distant past when just men
walked in the paths of holiness through the mortal world. These were the men
who loved the spirit of goodness and virtue, of creative imagination, and though
the way of virtue was rough at first, they, by their diligence, found that this way
of life could flourish. The third stanza shows how virtue and imagination
smoothed the paths of holiness and made from its barrenness a rich soil on
which goodness could thrive more easily.

It was then that the wicked, like parasites, seeing the richness of this
way, desired it for themselves. They moved in upon the just men and drove
them out of the society they had made; then the wicked put on the semblance
of virtue and began to cultivate the paths of holiness for their own ends.
Finally, in stanza five is the situation as it exists today. “The sneaking serpent
walks in mild humility, and the just man rages in the wilds where lions roam”.
The hypocrites, the Angels, as they would think of themselves, control society
according to their own selfish standards under the guise of pious religion,
while the honest men of imaginative impulse must become the outcasts,
protesting alone against an error which has become the norm. They are left
with Rintrah who -
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... roars and shakes his fires in the
Burden’d air;”

while -
“Hungry clouds swag on the deep”.

Here, in little more than four stanzas one can see the course of society
from revolution to revolution. Blake sees the whole of human history since the
fall as bound in these cycles of social upheaval. The revolutions recur because
man’s imagination, the one part of his nature which is free and unfallen, revolts
against the restraints placed upon it by the society of a fallen world. After
revolutions men have temporarily gained some little added dignity and freedom
which will serve to nourish the imagination. However, selfishness, jealousy,
tyranny creep back inevitably through fallen man’s very nature; imagination is
again the outcast building up the power for a revolution.

8.4 SWEDENBORGIANISM

Although little known today, Swedenborg was at the centre of an occult
revival in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Son of an eminent
Lutheran minister in the city of Stockholm, Swedenborg had a long career as
a scientist. He published widely in a number of fields, including anatomy,
geology and chemistry. However, during 1743—45 he had a series of visionary
experiences and subsequently devoted himself to spiritual investigations.
Swedenborg claimed that he, through revelations, had come to understand the
hidden meaning of Scripture, which had hitherto been obscured or merely
understood superficially in the old churches.

Swedenborg held that there was a fundamental interconnection between
the material and the spiritual world, which could be perceived through
‘correspondences’. This did not give way to any monism; the material and the
spiritual were firmly discriminated. But Swedenborg emphasized the connection
between them. In the Bible, the ‘correspondences’ appear as a coded language,
so that natural objects, animals, or names had an ‘inner sense’ relating to one’s
spiritual salvation. Thereby, Swedenborg provided a semiotics of divine
significances, which Blake would refer to—and satirize.
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Swedenborg described a number of visionary journeys to Heaven
and Hell, on which he conversed with angels and devils. What Swedenborg
became witness to in the spiritual world he entitled ‘Memorable Relations’
and placed at the end of the chapters of his theological books. Their primary
function was to confirm the doctrines he had just proposed in the preceding
pages. It was in the spiritual world he learned how the images of the Bible
were to be interpreted, since their significances were made explicit as

visionary projections.

Blake owned Swedenborg’s books, of which, three annotated copies
are extant. At the time his works were translated from Latin into English in the
mid-1770s, Swedenborgian groups and societies were emerging all over England.
Especially, Manchester and London proved to be a fertile ground for
Swedenborgianism. The Swedish prophet also had a large audience who did
not convert, but read the teachings to learn more about the man who had
‘made a lot of noise in the speculative world’. Blake’s attack on Swedenborg
in The Marriage may have been compelled by private grievances, but, as a
satire, it had public potential.

The Marriage was not Blake’s final word on Swedenborg. Morton
Paley has shown Blake’s interest in the mystic philosopher extends to a long
list of borrowings and adaptations in poems etched long after The Marriage
was completed. In a trilogy of essays, Joseph Viscomi greatly explored the
critical understanding of the chronology of composition and the sub-cultural
context of The Marriage. Viscomi’s meticulous research has evidenced that
the first segment of the work to be completed was the four consecutive plates,
which (in the final organization of the work) became Plates 21-24. This is
where we find the most direct criticism of Swedenborg. The work was
subsequently expanded piecemeal, through several print sessions. Although
many of the later plates are not directly linked to Swedenborg, Blake’s other
writings at the time show that they reflect ideas that went counter to the

increasingly conservative New Jerusalem Church.
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The central area of disagreement is raised on Plate 3, which Blake
would place at the beginning of the finished Marriage. Swedenborg is here
mentioned by name, immediately followed by a renunciation of ‘what the
religious call Good and Evil’.

8.5 MARRIAGE OF HEAVEN AND HELL AS A SATIRE

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell is an attack on conventional 18th
century society, its philosophy and politics. It satirizes everything within that
society from its economics to its theology, and yet there is something more
here than mere general attack on the world in which Blake lived. David
Erdman in his recent book Prophet Against Empire studies Blake primarily
as a “poet of social Vision” whose works were an “interpretation of the
history of his own times.” He feels that Blake, like many prophets, believed
that he would live to see the enactment of his apocalyptic vision in a time
when “Empire is no more” :

“...despite the occasional shrinkings of Blake au citizen, Blake as
prophet, from the French Revolution to The Song of Los, from
1791 to 1795, cleaved to the vision of an imminent spring thaw
when the happy earth would ‘sing in its coure’ as the fire of Voltaire
and Rousseau melted the Alpine or Atlantic snows”.

The composition of The Marriage of the Heaven and Hell, etched
about 1793, is situated in the midst of these most optimistic works. The final
prophetic vision in “A Song of Liberty” is certainly an expression of the
poet’s faith in the power of the revolutionary times in which he lived. No one
reading its powerful poetry can help apprehending his deep conviction that
the day of social judgment is at hand. Blake, however, lived to see the rise
of Napoleon from the devastation of the French Revolution, and with this
came the consequent dashing of his hope that such a day of judgment would
arrive while he was living. Never did he lose, however, his fundamental belief
in the salutary effects of revolutionary energy. Blake saw in the 18th century
a microcosm of a universal pattern of fallen society. While The Marriage of
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the Heaven and Hell is a satirical study of a narrow minded reactionary
society whose religious, moral and political oppressions produced both the
French and American Revolutions, it is also by implication a picture of fallen
society since the time of the first humans to the Day of Judgment. In “The
Argument” Blake has portrayed the cycle of revolution which will repeat itself
endlessly until all men reach that final vision of “A Song of Liberty” in which
“everything that lives is Holy”.

To what degree then, is The Marriage of Heaven and Hell a social
satire of the 18th century and to what degree is it an expose of the nature of
fallen Man? Since Blake holds the imagination - that faculty of vision which
induces an apprehension of Truth beyond ordinary sense perception - to be
of prime importance in Men’s life, it is apparent that his poetic works, though
easily interpreted in terms of his contemporary social problems, should be
concerned with the universal meaning of life. Because of this, The Marriage
of the Heaven and Hell may be read on two levels. Surely, one can see the
contemporary social satire in The Marriage.

The Angel certainly represents the repressive 18th century society
which is bound by its lack of imagination to stiff moral codes of right and
wrong. Through Blake’s eyes it is seen as a society frightened by the
consequences of the very conditions it has imposed upon itself- a society
fatalistically submitting to those conditions, because: it fears even more the
activity which will change the status quo and reveal the precarious
foundations on which its rationalist philosophy rests. In the Devil, on the
other hand, one can clearly see the spirit of revolt stirred by man’ a struggling
imagination which realizes that this society is false to its very presuppositions.
It resents the rational restriction which arbitrarily imposes moral codes,
foster a Deistic philosophy and thwart what is the essential divinity in
man -his imagination. Between the Angel and the Devil, and paradoxically
expressing both their natures, is the individual in society. He has the
alternative to submit to the Angel or ally with the Devil, for in the philosophical
situation of 18th century society Blake feels it is impossible to sit on the
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fence. One either accepts the rational world and all it represents or he is
ruled by his imagination and is considered a heretic.

Blake attacks the ethical foundations of the rationalist philosophy
of his time. The false ideas of good and evil are those promoted by unimaginative
tyrannical minds, Where is the difference between the murderer and the
society which arbitrarily imposes execution on the murderer? For Blake the
motivation of revenge was no nobler than that of murderous hate. He saw
instead that revelation of God was realized through an interaction of contrary
states of passivity and activity.

He points out the evils of orthodox religion in his day, a theology
which aspirated the soul from the body and subjected itself to a passive
moral code by promising a lazy, blissful heaven to those who obeyed, and a
torment in hell fires to those who did not. Blake penetrates the ritualistic
dogmatic religion to show that it is only in activity that we realize the true
nature of the God within us.

The poet attacks the 18th Century ideas of art which originate from the
clouded minds of those who work to justify the rationalist philosophy. He,
himself, seeks to clear men’s minds of their passivity and “display the infinite
which is hid” from mere reasoning.

During the startling “Memorable Fancy” in which the Angel shows
Blake his lot in eternity, the poet gives us a clear picture of the narrow-
mindedness of 18th century politics. The Conservative refuses to see the
inevitable revolution he is bringing on by reactionary measures and inability
to understand social conditions. He cannot see beyond the end of this narrow
Legislative nose, for that, too, is based on the rationalist philosophy which
exalts passivity and refuses to acknowledge vital and active imagination of
Man. Finally, in “A Song of Liberty” Blake portrays that revolution as it was
happening in America and France.

The satire he has written of his contemporary world penetrates through
every word of ”the Marriage”. But, while it bitterly attacks that society and
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leaves the object of its criticism Completely devastated, The marriage has a
more far-reaching Intention than mere destructive attack. What makes the
attack so vivid and meaningful is Blake’s desire to create a true sense of
insight in his reader concerning the life of humanity and its search for Truth-
an insight which is social vision in its greatest sense.

Blake not only wanted society to gain this insight thus to see the
absurdities on which it was founded, but moreover, he wished to reveal the
way of salvation to the individual man. Essentially this was not heretical to true
Christianity, although Blake would have nothing to do with the established
religion of his time, which he viewed as having lost the necessary imaginative
spirit. Instead he points out the imaginative and energetic life of Christ as the
pattern for men to live by.

That The Marriage of Heaven and Hell is vitally concerned with fallen
Man is shown by Blake’s use of the Angel and the Devil who in themselves
represent a concept in conventional theology which he is satirizing. Blake does
not believe in a marriage of heaven and hell in one sense, for if the two states
are taken to mean the greater concepts of Reason and Energy, they are
contraries never to be united. Yet in another sense he does believe in a
“marriage” insofar as the interaction of these contraries will produce a true
insight into the divine nature of our minds.

When man once truly realizes that he is a fallen creature whose senses
are imperfect and whose imagination is the single link with his previous state
of oneness with the infinite, he will then have the insight which will make it
possible for him to rise from the fallen state into the eternal.

The Marriage satirizes man’s blindness by calling the faculty of his
salvation the Devil and the hindering faculties the Angel. Somehow in his fallen
ignorance Man has turned proper things upside down. He is blessing and
exalting that very spirit which still prevent his salvation prevent and he is
fearing and condemning that which will give him necessary insight. Blake makes
it his easy task to tear away the veils of blindness and expose the Angel and
the Devil in their true relations.
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In concluding this study of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, we may
then answer our previous question: to what degree is this work a social satire
of the 18th century and to what degree is it an expose of the nature of fallen
Man? It is obviously to all degrees both. For a while his emphasis is in
terms of the restrictive conventionality of the 18th century, Blake has
underlined his satire with the basic ideas of his visionary philosophy. Before
he died, Blake’s concern for the apocalyptic social revolution had its roots
in a far more profound concern for humanity’s revelation of Jesus Christ.
Both concerns are to be found in each of the two works, but the visible
change in emphasis shows a great maturation in Blake’s thought. Before
him always was the ideal of the individual and his imagination. Lavatar
describes this individual in one of his

“Aphorisms™:
“The greatest of characters, no doubt,
was he, who, free of all trifling accidental
helps, could see objects through
one grand immutable medium, always at
hand, and proof against illusion and
time, reflected by every object, and
invariably traced through all the fluctuations
of things”.
In his copy of the “Aphorism”, just below this quotation, Blake has
written, “This was Christ”

8.6 BLAKE’S SATAN

Blake defies the classification of Body and Soul, Good and evil by
those would-be interpreters of Christian ethics who, setting up awful alternatives,
enslave the praise of the Lord in fetters of doctrine and call it Religion.

Blake points to the Messiah of Milton’s Paradise Lost as an example
of the restrainer of the imaginative impulse. In Book V of that work God
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declares his Son, the Messiah, to be Vic.-regent before whom all the hosts of
hell shall kneel.

United as one individual Soule

For ever harple: him who disobeys

Mee disobeys; break union, and that day
Cas tout from God and blessed vision falls

Into utter darkness...

What Blake and Satan object to here is the insistence on conformity,
the bowing before authority which destroys all individuality. The man of this
society who refuses to obey the Laws of the society, who will not, conforms
to its codes and standards will also be cast out, if not from God at least
by those who propose that their authority represents to God. The
revolutionary, too shall falls into utter darkness as he is ostracized from
rest of the social world.

Satan complains of the new restrictions and calls together his angelic
colleagues asking

Will you submit your necks and chuse to
Bend the supple knee? He will not if

I truest to know ye right, or if ye know
Yourselves natives and sons of heaven

Possest before none and if not equal

Satan is the democrat of heaven and it is with him that Blake
sympathizes, not with the tyrannical Messiah. Blake associates this same
tyrannical character with the Satan of the Book of Job to deny his faith on
God by blighting his lands and putting plague upon his body. Satan in Job is
the worldly figure who cannot conceive of the individual integrity and who
can understand even less the man who puts his personal faith above his
material fortunes. This Satan, like the Roman Emperor, would give the mobs
their bread and games to satisfy their physical and recreational desires, assured
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that this is all that is necessary to keep them under his thumb and living by
his dictates. He does not believe in, or account for, the desire in man to
assert himself and his beliefs as an individual.

Although Paradise Lost claims the Devil and Desire to have fallen,
Blake asserts that it is really the Messiah, called by the Deville name, who
has fallen, for the true Messiah was impelled by his energies and desires.
It is merely another case of the Imaginative individual exiled from society
of tyrannous hypocrites. In the Gospel there is a passage in which Jesus
Christ premises he will send to his disciples a Comforter:

“And I will pray the Father, and he shall
give you another Comforter that he may
abide with you !forever.” (John XIV:17)

Blake would translate the Holy Ghost or “Comforter” as Man’s desire
that within which impels him ever to manifest his imagination in the search
for truth. Without Desire this world of truth would have nothing upon which
“to build Ideas”. Thus we return to Blake’s earlier proverb:

“Without Contraries there is no progression.”

This Desire comes from the Old Testament Jehovah who “dwells in
flaming fire”. The thunderous energy of the God of Judgment has a close
similarity to the character of Milton’s Satan as Blake admires. When Christ
died he took on the likeness of Jehovah, the spirit of energy, desire, and
imagination characteristically Satanic.

Milton’s Trinity has not the power which Blake demands of the divine.
“The Father is Destiny”, authoritative purpose which discounts human
energy in the shaping of men’s lives; “the Son a ratio of the five senses”
which restricts the sense, denying the energy that Will allow them to soar
to the outer circumference of their imaginations and the “Holy Ghost
Vacuum” appearing not at all, much less as the dynamic force of Desire
which for Blake characterizes the Holy Ghost.
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Blake concludes with an amusingly original criticism of Paradise Lost.

“The reason Milton wrote in fetters when he wrote of Angels
and God, and at liberty when of Devils and Hell , is because he
was a true Poet and of the Devil’s party without knowing it”.

This is a typically Blakean compliment that not everyone is likely to
appreciate.

8.7 LET US SUM UP

“The Marriage of Heaven and Hell” by William Blake explores radical
and visionary themes, challenging traditional notions of good and evil, order
and chaos, and reason and imagination. Blake critiques the established religious
and moral norms of his time, presenting a complex vision of the human
experience. He emphasizes the necessity of embracing contraries, asserting
that opposition and tension are inherent and essential for spiritual and creative
growth. The work introduces the idea of the “Proverbs of Hell,” which contains
paradoxical statements that question conventional wisdom. Throughout the text,
Blake advocates for the integration of opposites, celebrating the creative and
transformative power of the imagination while critiquing the restrictive nature
of institutionalized religion and societal norms. “The Marriage of Heaven and
Hell” stands as a revolutionary manifesto, encouraging readers to challenge
societal constraints and embrace the full spectrum of human experience.

8.8 SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS

True or false

I. In The Marriage of Heaven and Hell Rintrah is mentioned only twice

2. A more significant symbol in The Marriage is Blake’s picturesque
representation of himself as the Devil, who also represents the spirit of
protest.

3. Swedenborg was at the centre of an occult revival in the late 17th and

early18th century.

5. Swedenborg had a long career as a politician.
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8.9

[ T Y \S)

8.10

The central area of disagreement is raised on Plate 3, which Blake
would place at the beginning of the finished Marriage.

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell is an attack on conventional 19th
century society, its philosophy and politics.

EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

How does the poet attack the 18th Century ideas of art which originate
from the clouded minds of those who work to justify the rationalist
philosophy?

Why Blake defies the classification of Body and Soul?

What is Swedenborgnism and how it influence Blake?

What Rintrah symbolizes?
What Angel had shown Blake in ‘Memorable Fancy’

SUGGESTED READING

A Blake Dictionary: The Ideas and Symbols of William Blake by S.
Foster Damon. Dartmouth College Press.

Blake's Vision of Satan and Hell by Tommy Doerle.

Blake and Swedenborg, Opposition is True Frienship: The Source of
William Blake's Arts in writings of Emanuel Swedenborg: an
Anthology by Harvey F. Bellin. Swedenborg Foundation.

William Blake and Religion: A New Critical View by Magnus
Ankarsjo. Macfarland and Coampany, inc., publisher.
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M.A. ENGLISH : SEMESTER II

COURSE CODE : ENG 222

LESSON No. 9

POETRY-II WILLIAM WORDSWORTH UNIT-IIT

STRUCTURE

9.1 Introduction

9.2 Objectives

9.3 William Wordsworth

9.4  Literary Career

9.5 Association with S.T. Coleridge

9.6  Let Us Sum Up

9.7 Self-Assessment Questions
9.7.1 Answer Key

9.8 Examination Oriented Questions

9.9 Suggested Reading

9.1 INTRODUCTION

William Wordsworth worked with ST. Coleridge on Lyrical Ballads.
The Collection, which contained Wordsworth’s Tinter Abbey introduced

romanticism to English Poetry. Wordsworth became England’s Poet laureated
in 1843, a role he held until his death in 1850.

9.2

OBJECTIVES

The objective of this lesson is to familiarize the distance learner with the
life and works of William Wordworth. At the end of the lesson the distance
learner will be able to understand how Wordsworth started his literary career

to become one of the most successful poet in English literature.
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9.3 WILLIAM WORDSWORTH

Born in 1770, William Wordsworth was deeply attached to the natural
way of life. He grew up in the Lake country. For education, he studied at
the Cambridge University. On leaving Cambridge in 1791, just after his
undergraduate education was completed, he passed four months in London
and then went for second time to France. Earlier, in 1790, he had made a
summer walking-tour of the Continent, where he had come into contact
with the revolutionary events in France. The French Revolution, we know,
had begun in 1789. On his second visit to France in 1791, Wordsworth
lived there till the autumn of 1792. In this neighbouring country in turmoil,
he lived for long periods at Orleans and Blois, with only a brief pause in
Paris. The attractive chateaux (French castle or large country house) of the
region stirred Wordsworth to imaginative sympathy with the aristocratic life
of the past. But his friendship with one Michel Beaupuy, an officer in the
revolutionary army, brought him to the popular side.

It was during this second visit to France in 1791 that Wordsworth met
a French girl named Annette Vallon, with whom he quickly fell in love. To the
lovers a daughter named Caroline was born in December, 1792. Though much
against his wishes, Wordsworth had to return to his native country (England)
for want of funds soon after. His uncles, who had supported him, refused to
do so any further. They also refused to help him in any way to facilitate his
marriage with Annette Vallon. War, too, was a factor that separated him from
Annette. Evidence suggests that Wordsworth did come to France again in the
autumn of 1793, running a great risk. But there is no evidence that he met
Annette. There is a critical view that in later years Wordsworth was plagued
with remorse, which he sublimated by writing poems about forsaken women
and unmarried mothers. These poems include ‘The Ruined Cottage,” ‘The
Thorn,” and ‘Ruth’. The critical opinion also attributes Wordsworth’s Lucy
poems to the memory of the poet’s illegitimate daughter, Caroline.

Wordsworth’s anxiety for Annette and Caroline did, of course, deepen
his dependency when, once more in London, he watched the French Revolution
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degenerate into the Reign of Terror. He received a much greater shock when
England entered into the war against France. He took it as a betrayal of the
cause of liberty. In fact, he ascribed to England’s entry the opportunity given
to the extremists in Paris to seize the reigns of power.

9.4 LITERARY CAREER

One of the earliest poems of significance that Wordsworth wrote relates
to the subject of the Revolution. The poem in question is ‘Guilt and Sorrow,’
which was begun in 1791, and was much revised. It is written in Spenserian
stanza (of nine lines), instead of the couplet, and shows preference for
simplicity of language and syntax. By implication, the poem evinces
Wordsworth’s dissatisfaction with the neoclassical tradition, which preferred
the couplet and complex syntax along with sophisticated poetic diction. The
poem intertwines stories of a soldier’s destitute widow and of a discharged
soldier who is driven to crime by penury. The poem is obviously meant to
expose the miseries of war, the injustices of the penal code, and the wrongs
inflicted by the privileged upon the defenceless poor. This indictment of society
is decidedly Godwinian in spirit.

Forced by his radical view to suppress his patriotic instincts and to
condone the Terror, Wordsworth remained for some time in an unhappy state
of mind. The mood drove him even to write a satire on Pitt (the then Prime
Minister of England) and English society, but he soon abandoned his attempt.
Gradually, he was attracted to the region of abstract Godwinian speculation.
But his reliance upon syllogistic reasoning drove him to the point where he
‘““yielded up moral questions in despair’ (The Prelude). However, the distrust
of logic is not to be understood here as a repudiation of ‘““Reason in her higher
mood.” We can find the same distinction drawn by Kant and Coleridge between
the ““higher’ reason and the understanding. From the slough of despondence
into which he had fallen in 1793 Wordsworth extricated himself with painful
slowness. We need to go into the act of tracing here the course of his spiritual
convalescence. It is enough to say that the transition came in the autumn of
1795 when, having settled in Racedown with his sister Dorothy, he turned
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from France and Godwin to a political philosophy more in harmony with
Burke, and to the loveliness of the natural world.

Dorothy’s companionship and a legacy, which relieved Wordsworth of
monetary anxiety, both played their parts in the poet’s recovery from the shock
of separation and regression of Revolution. His thwarted political ambition (or
enthusiasm) was diverted into imaginative channels of poetry. He wrote at this
time (in 1796-97) the tragedy named The Borders, a laborious effort in the
“German” fashion. Like all other Romantic plays, it is not of much significance
as drama, but it does have a significance as a milestone in Wordsworth’s
development as artist. As a typical villain hero, Oswald, the play’s protagonist,
commits a crime, banishes remorse by condemning all human feeling as
weakness, and becomes a malignant moral sceptic. The play’s story demonstrates
that though the attempt to live by the light of reason may be a noble aspiration,
yet to discard affections and ‘‘prejudices’ leaves not reason but passions
supreme. Thus, the play is not merely a negation of Godwinism but an affirmation
of the reconciliation of man and nature.

9.5 ASSOCIATION WITH S.T. COLERIDGE

A significant event of Wordsworth’s life, having equally significant bearing
on his growth as poet, was his association with Coleridge. He had met the
fellow poet first time in 1795. In the next two years, the friendship between
them ripened into maturity. In the summer of 1797, Wordsworth moved to
Alfoxden, near Nether Stowey, where Coleridge lived. Under the strong
influence of Coleridge, Wordsworth’s poetry turned ‘‘from fragmentary
descriptions of impressions and emotions into the expression of a comprehensive
philosophy” (Lawrence Hanson, The Life of Coleridge: The Early Years,
1939). Whether through Coleridge’s guidance or from independent reading,
Wordsworth did absorb during this period the associationist philosophy of
David Hartley’s Observations on Man (1794). This form of empiricism, which
denies the existence of innate ideas, advocates that all sense impressions
originate in external things. Through the power of association the simple ideas
emanating from sensation combine into larger and more efficiently organized
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units. Hence the character of a man’s higher ideas is determined by the character
of his sensations. In other words, the ‘sense’ is the guardian of the heart and
soul of the moral being. According of Hartely, each faculty of the mind is
produced by a transformation of the faculty next below it in rank; and at the
summit is the moral sense. In his view, there is three-fold hierarchy of sensation,
simple ideas, and complex ideas. Wordsworth felt that this hierarchy
corresponded to the three stages of mental development. Thus, when
Wordsworth wrote, in The Prelude and shorter poems such as ‘‘Immortality
Ode” or “The Tintern Abbey,” about the passing of sensations from the
“blood” into the ““heart” (or feelings) and thence into the mind, he was very
much expounding Hartley’s psychology.

Wordsworth does not, however, fully agree with Hartley. For example,
according to Hartley, the mind has no control over the physical or mechanical
necessity by which it acts. In his view, the mind has the power of classifying
ideas into categories of pleasure and pain, but nothing else. On the other
hand, in Wordsworth’s view, though experience may be merely passive and
in that case the theory is necessitarian, this is not always the case. In his
view, the influence of natural objects may depend in part on us. In that case,
we are not merely passive recipients but ‘“half create’ that which we perceive.
We can recall here Coleridge’s ‘““We receive but what we give’ (from
“Dejection: an Ode’’). This belief becomes for the Romantics a claim for the
superior validity of imaginative experience over the data communicated by
sense. In other words, Wordsworth imposed upon Hartley’s associationism
a Platonic principle of mystical insight, which he calls “another gift of aspect
more sublime” (“Tintern Abbey”).

During the year at Alfoxden (1797) Wordsworth and Coleridge decided
to raise the banner of revolt against the contorted and artificial phrasing of
contemporary verse. They evolved their own theory that poetry should be
written in a ‘“‘selection from the real language of men in a state of vivid
sensation.”” Coleridge had long been moving towards this theory, which had
some significant connections with associationism.

181



In accordance with this new theory of the language of poetry and with
Hartley’s psychology they composed many of the poems on rustic and humble
life, which they collected under the heading Lyrical Ballads published in 1798.
It was during this very period that the yet unnamed Prelude was conceived to
remove the misgivings that Wordsworth felt as to his strength for a yet greater
task, The Recluse, or Views on Man, Nature, and Society. The Prelude,
which was to be autobiographical, was at first planned as a part of the great
epic poem. However, since the autobiographical part itself grew to epic
dimensions, the ““greater task’ could never be accomplished in full. Wordsworth
completed The Prelude in 1805. In broad outline, the poem’s pattern is
suggested in the ‘““Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey” (in
short called ““Tintern Abbey’’). This shorter poem was the result of a walking-
tour in June, 1798. The poem, though not a ballad, was inserted at the very
end of Lyrical Ballads with a few other Poems, which Joseph Cottle of
Bristol published in September, 1798.

After the publication of the Lyrical Ballads the Wordsworth and
Coleridge set sail for Germany. Having separated from their companion
(Coleridge), Wordsworth and Dorothy passed a somewhat dull and lonely
winter at Goslar. It was here at Goslar (in Germany) that Wordsworth wrote
various narrative pieces later incorporated in The Prelude. He also wrote at
the same time the cycle of five poems commemorative of ““Lucy’’. There has
been a lot of critical speculation about the identity of the girl named ““Lucy”.
The controversy about the identity of ““Lucy’ apart, the little cycle is poetically
exquisite. It can be regarded as the poet’s evocation in an uncongenial foreign
city of an ideal that is simple, humble, rustic, and English.

Returning to England in the Spring of 1799, the Wordsworth wandered
for a while and then settled at Dove Cottage on the outskirts of Grasmere.
In the summer of that year, Wordsworth and Coleridge prepared the enlarged
second edition of Lyrical Ballads (1800) which also included, ‘“Michael,”
the finest of the pastorals. Wordsworth alone also prepared the “Preface”
to Lyrical Ballads. The critical piece grew out of the poet’s realization that
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it was necessary to educate his readers by explanation as well as examples
of his work. A representative statement of this piece appears in a central
paragraph, which can be considered as a concentrated presentation of his
convictions and intentions: to draw material for poetry from humble and
rustic life because on that social level the ‘‘essential passions’ are “‘less
under restraint’’; to set forth the chosen incidents in a selection from the
language really used by men; to throw over them ‘“a certain colouring of the
imagination’’; and to trace in them ‘‘the primary laws of our nature.”

Except for work on The Prelude and on the fragment of The Recluse,
which was not published until 1888, the year of 1801 was comparatively
less productive. On the one hand, Coleridge’s health was causing anxiety,
on the other Wordsworth was engaged in his courtship of Mary Hutchinson,
whom he married on October 4, 1802. The year of 1802 was quite productive
and eventful. A poem called ‘“‘the Leech-Gatherer,” later renamed ‘‘Resolution
and Independence,”” of which the germ can be found in Dorothy’s Journal
in September, 1800, was composed and the ‘“Ode on Intimations of
Immortality’” was begun. About the same time took place the Peace of
Amiens, which provided Wordsworth the opportunity for a final settlement
with Annette Vallon. In July that year, Wordsworth along with his sister
met the French woman at Calais. His impassioned protests against Napoleon’s
suppression of liberty in nations and individuals mixed with exhortations
of England to be worthy of her past find a spontaneous expression in his
Sonnets Dedicated to National Independence and Liberty, considered
the best patriotic poems written in the English language since Milton.

In the year 1803, Wordsworth met Sir Walter Scott, while on a tour
of Scotland, whose influence can be seen in some of the poems he wrote
around that time. More worthy of mention among them are ‘“Highland Reaper™
and ‘““Song at the Feast of Brougham Castle.”” In 1805, died his beloved
brother, John, whose death coloured the mood in poems like “