The (Mis)fortune of Poetry: Romantic Poetry in Persuasion
Context Corner IV
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— Anne Elliot (Jane Austen, Persuasion, p. 94)
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George Gordon, 6" Lord Byron (1788-1824), by George Sanders,
1807-1809. Image courtesy of The Royal Collection Trust.

British Romanticism

British Neoclassicism (ca. 1660-1789)

British Romanticism ( ca. 1789-1832)

Traditionalism of form: genres of classical
literature as models

Innovation of form: crossing, mixing, and
improvisation with genres

Poetry as a product of individual talent, but
also of study and adherence to rules

Poetry as an outgrowth of the poet’s
imagination—spontaneous and organic

Poetry as the imitation/reflection of human life

Poetry as the expression of the poet’s mind and
imagination

Emphasis on the universal experience, truth,
and human characteristics

Emphasis on the subjective experience, insight,
and vision of human life

Social and political conservatism: every human
occupies a fixed place in the cosmic order
determined by Providence.

Social and political egalitarianism: humanity is
most glorious when it strives past its limits
after the impossible.

Key figures: John Dryden, Alexander Pope,
Joseph Addison, Jonathan Swift, Samuel
Johnson, Oliver Goldsmith, and Edmund
Burke

Key figures*: William Blake, Walter Scott,
William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor
Coleridge, Percy and Mary Shelley, Lord
Byron, John Keats, and Jane Austen

*These writers exhibit characteristics of Romantic thought in varying degrees.




Poetry

“[A]ll good poetry is the overflow of powerful feelings.”
— William Wordsworth, Preface to Lyrical Ballads, 1800

“Poetry is the language of the imagination and the passions. . . . Poetry is the universal language
which the heart holds with nature and itself.”
— William Hazlitt, Lectures on the English Poets, 1818

“Poetry, in a general sense, may be defined to be ‘the expression of the Imagination.’”
— Percy Bysshe Shelley, 4 Defence of Poetry, 1821

Key Passages in Persuasion

* Pages 78-79: Anne recalling lines of poetry while walking to Winthrop

* Pages 93-94: Anne and Captain Benwick explicitly discuss the poems of Scott and Byron;
Benwick “had rather the appearance of feelings glad to burst their usual restraints.”

* Page 100-101: Talks of Byron and Scott (100) and Lord Byron’s “dark blue seas” (101)

* Page 157: “[Benwick] would gain cheerfulness, and [Louisa Musgrove] would learn to be an
enthusiast for Scott and Lord Byron.”

* Pages 172-73: Wentworth describes Benwick’s attachment to Fanny Harville as “perfectly
spontaneous, untaught feeling” (172).

* Pages 226-27: Wentworth “poured out his feelings” in his love letter to Anne.

Discussion Questions

A. Read the passage beginning with “Her pleasure in the walk™ (78) and ending with “But
nobody heard, or, at least, nobody answered her” (79).

After re-reading this passage, how would you describe the attitude of Austen’s narrator
toward poetry in this instance?

How might shifts from Anne’s internal monologue to an overheard dialogue and back to
monologue emphasize this attitude?

How would you describe Anne’s emotional state in this instance?

B. Read the excerpt starting with “While Captains Wentworth and Harville led the talk” (93)
and closing with “she had been eloquent on a point in which her own conduct would ill bear
examination (94).

How would you describe the narrator’s attitude toward Romantic poetry, particularly Byron’s
poetry, in this passage? What details from Austen’s text suggest this attitude?



What human tendencies might Anne and Captain Benwick exhibit in this scene? How does
the novel comment on these tendencies?

With Anne’s recommendation of “a larger allowance of prose,” how does this passage treat
prose? How do the details from Austen’s text comment on the reading of prose and its
influence?

C. Read the passage beginning with “the Cobb itself, its old wonders and new improvements
(middle of 89) and ending with “these places must be visited, and visited again, to make the
worth of Lyme understood” (89) and “Anne found Captain Benwick again drawing near her.
Lord Byron's ‘dark blue seas’ could not fail of being brought forward by their present view”
(101).

How might the landscape in these passages influence mental and emotional state of Captain
Benwick? Anne Elliot?

As a major location in Persuasion, what larger significance might Lyme Regis have for the
development of characters in the novel?

D. How does the novel comment on the apparent tendency of Romantic literature to stimulate—
and in figures like Byron, exemplify—individuality and self-focus?
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