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Introduction

The Agricultural and Industrial Revolutions of the eighteenth century changed Britain radically. A largely rural society, where people lived in small communities and led relatively simple lives, became predominantly urban and industrialized. The social price for economic progress was high: many people lived and worked in appalling conditions. These profound social changes produced a climate of turbulence and instability in which a strong desire to break with the past emerged. By the end of the century, many poets and artists had started reacting against the dehumanization and regimentation of the new urban industrial society. They believed in the importance of the individual and of personal experience. These artists were called Romantics.
I. Historical Context
1. The Industrial Revolution

Beginning in Britain in the late 1700s, the Industrial Revolution brought a shift from economies based on farming and handmade goods to economies based on manufacturing by machines in industrial factories. Coal and steam replaced wind and water as new sources of energy and power. Cities and towns grew as people moved from the country to work in factories. This process produced wealth for a few factory owners but widespread misery for their workers, who struggled with long hours, bad working conditions, poverty, slums, and disease.
2. The American and French Revolutions
The late 1700s was a period of growing political unrest that culminated in a series of revolutions. In 1776 Britain’s American colonists declared their independence, resulting in a long war before the United States of America won its freedom in 1781. The French Revolution began in 1789 as a democratic protest against royal despotism and an idealistic assertion of human equality. Yet, once in power, the revolutionary government in France resorted to brutality, leading to the execution of thousands during the Reign of Terror.
3. The Napoleonic Wars
In 1793 revolutionary France declared war on Britain. Napoleon Bonaparte first championed the French Revolution and then seized power himself, becoming emperor of France in 1804. The British naval commander Horatio Nelson became a national hero when he shattered Napoleon’s fleet at the battle of Trafalgar in 1805. Britain continued to fight Napoleon on land and sea until his defeat at the climactic Battle of Waterloo in 1815.
II. Origin of the Word 'Romantic'

The word 'romantic' comes from the French word for medieval epic sagas, 'roman'. The term was initially used in the mid-seventeenth century in a derogatory way. It was thought that the characters and settings of the medieval sagas were unrealistic and so the term 'romantic' was used to mean 'exaggerated, unconvincing'. Later, it took on a positive meaning and was used to describe the expression of personal feelings and emotions.
II. Key Concepts and Principles of British Romanticism

Although they never considered themselves as part of a movement, Romantics had common qualities and shared characteristics:
1. Imagination: Imagination had a special role for the Romantics. The poets of the Augustan age saw the artist as an interpreter concerned with showing the beauty of what was already known. Romantics instead viewed the artist as creator, who used his imagination to explore the unfamiliar and the unseen. The poet was a visionary who, through imagination, found true beauty in the material world that surrounded him, and deeper meanings in the inner worlds created by his mind. Imagination was the special faculty which set the artist from his fellow men. Through the power of imagination, the poet could imitate the process of divine creativity.
2. Nature: The Romantic poets considered nature to be morally uplifting – a kind of spiritual experience. They frequently expressed the idea that man had a deep relationship with the natural world. In the new world of industrial squalor, the Romantics took refuge and sought consolation and inspiration in nature. They considered the natural world to be a living mirror to the soul and believed that it could be a better teacher than scholarly learning.

3. The Exotic: For the Romantics, a great part of the attraction of foreign lands was the glamour of their cultures. Such places held the allure of the unknown and the exotic. The Romantics could feed their imaginations with the writings of travellers to the Near East and other faraway places. Literature with exotic settings—whether experienced or imagined—proved very popular with Romantic writers and audiences.
4. Style: The Romantic poets abandoned the accepted conventions for writing that had been established in the first half of the eighteenth century. They wrote in the simple 'language really used by men'; they captured the intense emotion of individual experience in language, which was intended to be closer to everyday speech and more accessible to the general reader. In 1798, two young poets, William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, decided to publish a book of poetry, called Lyrical Ballads, that experimented with these new ideas. Their poems for the most part are written in the simple verse form of folk ballads or hymns. They use informal vocabulary, not ornate language.
5. The Past: Fleeing from the hypocrisies and spiritual emptiness of the Industrial Revolution, the Romantics took refuge in what they considered to be the superior nobility of the past. The Middle Ages, with its stories of knights and damsels in distress, had special appeal. Old literary forms such as ballads, with their magical atmosphere and haunting settings, became popular. The historical novel was one of the most appreciated forms of fiction of the period.
6. The Child and the Common Man: The Romantics saw the child as pure and uncorrupted. They believed that children were close to God, had powerful creative imagination and that the child could be 'the father of the Man'. Another group whose lives and culture had not been distorted by civilized values was the common people. Writers of the period became interested in imagining the experiences and impressions of ordinary folk.
7. The Poet: The poet was considered to be a supremely individual creator, who gave freedom to his creative spirit. He was attributed visionary power and was sometimes equated with a prophet.

8. Sensibility and the Emotions: 
Young writers increasingly wanted to reduce the Enlightenment’s emphasis on reason. One solution was to replace it with a kind of sympathetic feeling called “sensibility.”
9. Freedom: In 1789 the French Revolution seemed to offer young people a chance to realize these dreams. Wordsworth and Coleridge, among many others, responded to the ideals of “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity” and were infused with enthusiasm for the revolutionary cause.

Conclusion

Romanticism was a movement of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that marked the reaction in literature, philosophy, art, religion, and politics to the formalism of the preceding (Neoclassical) period. The Neoclassical period valued reason, formal rules, and demanded order in beauty. Romanticism was also to some extent a reaction against the Enlightenment and against 18th-century rationalism and physical materialism in general.    
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