ROMANTICISM

THE OSSIANIC POEMS

In 1760 James Macpherson, a Scottish poet, published a collection under the title of 'Fragments of Ancient Poetry Collected in the Highlands of Scotland, and translated from the Gaelicor Erse Language'. With his book he started a great interest and admiration. The author said that those verses had been written by an ancient bard, Ossian, while they had been composed by him.
The controversy about the real author of these works shook the literary world for a long time and made Macpherson popular. He also translated Iliad into Ossianic prose.
Ossianic poems represent an extreme reaction against the regular forms of the previous poetry. They are filled with supernatural elements and melancholy They speak of heroic semplicity against a naturalistic background of foggy mountains. They became very successful all over Europe and stimulated the imagination of the readers of that time.
ROMANTICISM

Romantics had a deep interest in nature, not just as a centre of beautiful scene but also as a spiritual influence on life. The Middle Age, the supernatural and the irrational aspects of life  are some of their topics. In their poetry there is a sense of wonder, of life seen with a new sensibility and a new vision. The publication of  the Lyrical Ballads' (1798) by Wordsworth  and Coleridge, signs the beginning of Romanticism. Romantic poetry consists of a first wave, with Wordsworth,  Coleridge and also Blake, and a second wave with authors like Byron. Prose is represented by Walter Scott, who experimented the historical novel (lvanhoe) from which some scholars think Manzoni took inspiration for his Promessi Sposi.
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Back to the beginning of Romanticism in Britain, William Wordsworth  was born in 1770 in Cumberland, north east England, in the area of the Lake District, and died in    1850 in the same Lake District. In 1795 he met the poet Samuel Coleridge (Ottery St.Mary, Devon 1772, London 1834) in Somerset and they became friends. In 1797, Wordsworth and his sister Dorothy moved to Somerset, just a few miles away from Coleridge's home. Together, Wordsworth and Coleridge (with a lot of suggestions from Dorothy) produced  the Lyrical Ballads. In 1800 Wordsworth wrote a Preface to a new edition of  the Lyrical Ballads . This Preface  is considered a Romantic manifesto. In it, Wordsworth discusses what he sees as the elements of a new type of poetry, one based on the "real language of men". A lot of importance is also given to humble people and children, who are protagonists of many works. Also in Blake children were often an important topic.

Here are two poems written by the two romantic authors.  Both show two paradoxes. A paradox is something that looks contradictory or opposed to common sense and yet is perhaps true.

My Heart  leaps up, (by William Wordsworth, 1802):

My heart leaps up when I behold 
A rainbow in the sky: 
So was it when my life began, 
So is it now I am a man, 
So be it when I shall grow old 
Or let me die! 
The child is father of the man: 
And I could wish my days to be 
Bound each to each by natural piety. 

(Il mio cuore sussulta quando contemplo un arcobaleno nel cielo: così era quando la mia vita è cominciata, così è ora che sono un uomo, così sarà quando crescerò (quando sarò vecchio). O altrimenti lasciami morire!
Il bambino è il padre dell'uomo: e desidererei che i miei giorni fossero legati l'un l'altro dall’adorazione della natura .)
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The blind girl, oil on canvas(1856) by John Millais

Now we can read  a few lines from Coleridge.  Here nature is sublime: beautiful, powerful  and terrible at the same time. 

 “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner”, (by  Samuel Coleridge, 1798):

Down dropt the breeze, the sails dropt down,
'Twas sad as sad could be ;
And we did speak only to break
The silence of the sea ! 

All in a hot and copper sky,
The bloody Sun, at noon,
Right up above the mast did stand,
No bigger than the Moon.

Day after day, day after day,
We stuck, nor breath nor motion ;
As idle as a painted ship
Upon a painted ocean.
Water, water, every where,
And all the boards did shrink ;
Water, water, every where,
Nor any drop to drink. 
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The albatros is killed for sport by the Mariner.


Wood engraving  by Gustave Dorè.(1870)

(antonino rallo., march 2009. Copyleft. Pictures are taken from Wikipedia).

