
WHGC - Hilliker and Dixon  
 
Romanticism – European and American movement extending from late 1700s - and the 
attendant disappointment and dislocation following the French Revolution / Napoleonic Wars - 
to 1850 or so, depending on where you look and how you define it. Romanticism cannot be 
identified with a single style, technique, or attitude, but romantic literature, painting and music 
are generally characterized by a highly imaginative and subjective approach, emotional intensity, 
and a dreamlike or visionary quality, although it can also be realistic in intent (Gericault, for 
example, as well as Dickens and Balzac). Whereas classical and neoclassical art is calm and 
restrained in feeling and clear and complete in expression, romantic art characteristically strives 
to express by suggestion states of feeling too intense, mystical, or elusive to be clearly defined. 
Thus, the German writer E.T.A. Hoffmann declared “infinite longing” to be the essence of 
romanticism. In their choice of subject matter, the romantics showed an affinity for nature, 
especially its wild and mysterious aspects, and for exotic, melancholic, and melodramatic 
subjects - including the distant past and its ruins or artifacts - likely to evoke awe or passion. The 
artist’s relation with nature or the past was importantly seen as a portal to revealed truth (see 
“Tintern Abbey” and “Ode on a Grecian Urn”), a relationship which did not exist with the 
contemporary city, site of dashed revolutionary hopes and decadent, alienated civilization (as in 
Marx). (Ency.Encarta online - freely adopted and modified to suit my own subjective view)  
 
I. Wordsworth - “Lines” 
 

1. Activity – as always with poetry, reading aloud is effective: have one Student read the 
first stanza of “Lines”; have class write a brief recapitulation – note that W. begins by 
invoking the past, but then the verbs immediately evoke the present moment of 
contemplation (“I hear, I see”); the poem, as a whole weaves the present, past and future 
together. Where is the poet/narrator, what is he doing? What human presence does he 
engage?  

 
2. 2nd stanza – key for Romantic subjectivity and the relation to civilization and nature; note 

the vocab - kindness, love, sublime - ; note the poet’s characterization of the city (the din, 
loneliness) and the method by which one may “become a living soul” and “see into the 
life of things.”  

 
3. 3rd stanza – note the poet’s identification with the Wye also a “wanderer thro’ the 

woods.”  
 

4. 4th – note evocation of the future and of the personal past - what was the poet like as a 
young man? How has he changed? ; note the language concerning nature at the end - 
“anchor of my purest thoughts … guardian of my heart and soul / Of all my moral being.”  

 
5. 5th – note the evocation of “dearest Friend … dear Sister” - the sister of the soul is a 

common trope of male Romanticism; his devouring ego usually destroys her. To quote a 
mid-20th cen. romantic “is this love baby, or just uh . . . confusion?” (J. Hendrix). Note 
the narrator’s evocation of both the present moment and its memory – what does the poet 
wish for himself, his Sister and their memory in later years? How is the notion of 



‘revisiting’ important for both the narrator and the reader?  
 
II. “The Two-Part Prelude of 1799”  
 

1. Images, tropes, sites similar to ‘Lines’, but specifically here in the evocation of childhood 
and the formation of the poet’s mind and spirit; in stanza 1, the poet identifies his 
birthplace with the river Derwent, which begins a reverie on youth. Same sorts of 
questions could apply – where is the poet, what are the associations that drive his 
writing?  

 
2. In stanza 2, he evokes his youth as a ‘destroyer’; in the 3rd, he communes with ‘quiet 

powers’ and others ‘severer.’ 
 

3. In 4, he rows and comes upon the natural ‘spectacle’ which frightens him, ‘huge and 
mighty forms that do not/Like living men’; the romantic sublime of beauty and terror. 

 
4. In 5, he identifies with ‘high objects … eternal things’; in 6 and 7, he, as a child, turns his 

back on the village; in 8, he alludes to ‘beauty, danger, fear’ again; in 9, he evokes 
‘powers of earth’; in 10, a humble education. 

 
5. 11 begins a serried of ‘bad’ memories (dead man, solitude, death of his father) and he 

speaks of ‘God who … corrected my desires.’ 
 

6. In 14, 15, and 16 he details smaller pleasures as well as fears; in 17, he concludes by 
asking his wife (I assume) not to reproach him for attempting to better explain and 
understand himself in making “infancy a visible scene/On which the sun is shining [?]” 

 
 


