
Devon Bailey 
D. Lee 
Engl 521 
23 September 2010 
 
Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s “Epistle to William Wilberforce, Esq., on the Rejection of the Bill for 

Abolishing the Slave Trade” 
 

 Barbauld’s “Epistle to William Wilberforce” is one of her many political writings, urging 
British parliament officials and the general public to abolish slavery. Barbauld also writes on a 
broad spectrum of social and women’s rights, and is at differing points in her life both admired 
and ignored by the likes of Wordsworth and Coleridge, which is wholly related to her political 
view.  
 Barbauld recognized that the slave trade was only servicing the owners of the plantations 
and companies doing the trading. In her eyes, England had degraded itself by participating in the 
slave trade, because they had given in to sin and the temptation of wealth and satiated desires. 
Barbauld’s poem serves to question William Wilberforce directly about his refusal to abolish the 
Slave Trade, but since the poem is also published it is safe to assume that her verse is meant to 
urge others into political action against the slave trade. Her influence in the political arena 
awarded her massive criticism until eventually she stopped publishing. It is sad to think that not 
only did her poem not bring about the abolition of slavery for Britain, but she felt forced to stop 
publishing due to pressure from individuals and dominant society who were benefiting from the 
slave trade and had no desire to end it. 
 The Epistle begins with the naming of “Wilberforce” including a description of his role in 
keeping the slave trade alive, and then what becomes an accusation of crime when Barbauld 
evokes the Goddess of Justice, “Astrean” and reveals that “still Afric bleeds; / Unchecked, the 
human traffic still proceeds” (ll. 1, 14-6). Barbauld is intent on revealing the slave trade and 
Wilberforce’s deeds as “the crime” (l. 18). Surprisingly though, the rest of Barbauld’s poem is 
not heavily condemning the physical treatment of the slaves, though it is implied, but she is more 
concerned with the neglect of London and of England as a whole that has occurred through the 
sacrifice of exposing themselves to disease and what she sees as temptations to sin. The lust for 
money that is exposed by the conception of the slave trade is juxtaposed with the sexuality of the 
often naked new worlds which are depicted in sensational travel narratives. Even the idea of 
adventure and freedom in another land is repeatedly capitalized on for monetary gain within the 
publishing world, so there are many people gaining from the slave trade that are not interested in 
what Barbauld is describing. 
 Barbauld is also very critical of the politicians who are in charge of these law making 
decisions. She explains their rhetoric in terms of distrust “Where seasoned tools of avarice 
prevail” (l. 25). The lines that follow include a traditional assessment of the ancient Greek 
sophists as “flimsy”, attempting a “daring lie” through “artful gloss”, but then she specifically 
attacks some of members of the British Parliament for mocking the horrid tales of the slaves (ll. 
27-9). From this point Barbauld moves her argument toward the effect the slave trade has on 
England, where “contagion fastens on his own” (l. 48).  
 There is also a description of a plantation mistress which creates a mental image of a 
succubus whipping her slaves. This idea that white people are being turned bad, or sinful, is 
central to Barbauld’s argument against the slave trade. She also refers to the literal transmission 
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Musings on Blake 

It’s been awhile since I’ve read Blake and I was struggling to comprehend “Visions of 
the Daughters of Albion,” so I began flipping through to other Blake poems to try to understand 
his patterns of expression. Reading “The Crystal Cabinet” and “The Mental Traveller” helped me 
to see how in Blake distance and space get impossibly warped, going from a big world down to a 
narrow compartment, then smashing through that tiny space to reveal another big world. For 
instance, from the Crystal Cabinet: “The maiden caught me in the wild / Where I was dancing 
merrily, / She put me into her cabinet / And locked me up with a golden key. / … within it opens 
into a world / And a little lovely moony night. / Another England there I saw…” (1-9). Blake is 
all about creating vast new spaces where, according to our reason and experience, none should 
exist. This changing of the way that a human can interact with the world allows Blake to come 
upon strange vistas of knowledge through the power of transformative experiences. In “The 
Mental Traveller” the baby ages, then becomes young again, while the old woman grows young 
and then transforms back into an old woman. In “The Crystal Cabinet” the speaker becomes both 
“a weeping babe upon the wild” and a “weeping woman” (25-6).  

Reading more of Blake helped me get more of a grasp on his style, but the most helpful 
technique of all was to actually pretend I was a writer like Blake, free to manipulate space and 
scale and to offer no explanation of vague terms and concepts, leaving the reader to fill in the 
details and interpretation: in effect creating a yet another vast space for the words to inhabit, this 
time in the reader’s mind. In doing this writing exercise, I not only felt a greater freedom of 
imagination but also came to an understanding of the creative power of Blake’s style: 
 

Free, free, free the mind, submerge the mind in quiet! How will I ever fly with eagle’s 
wings, reaching up to points unknown, lighting the way to the infinite ether through the fog and 
the haze? Turn with the spirit of the dawn, light a new fire – every morning the flame is lit anew, 
Ulysses’ flame, ancient flame, light that led the ancient men and leads them still. Oh, float down 
the swan-river away from thought, sweet soft mind, there is no labor left for it. 

Strains of music upon the dawn; immortal pinnacles of fire. Midnight stars, night is 
young, ancient night at birth of Man. Blake, I have seen the stars, now I see the sun. Life-giving 
sun, warmth-giving sun! The flame of ages is in the meadows, in the hay, in sweet Isa’s hair as 
she sings in the sun. I see the warm-lit years, pleasant and calm, blowing to and fro like the hay in 
the wind. Free the mind, flame the eye. 

Blake makes whole new worlds, he makes them shine like exploding supernovas, the 
light and the dark make cosmic play. Creation, creation! I am the strong gold god.  

But where are the connections, where is the sense? Blake, you’ve opened my mind too 
much. Close, close the mind’s gates, re-shelter yourself in the known and the small. But then the 
warmth is gone. I want to feel the warmth on the hay! The warmth burns on my ears, my head 
and hair have been out in the sun. Blake – to free himself he sometimes must encase himself in 
labyrinths that make no sense. 

Now I’m playing, leaping in the grass. Choice of the child to play in the sun. Words and 
words, all the world is words! I wrote all the light. I said, let there be light, and there was light 
upon the fields, upon the downs, power and warmth in my words. I am a new god, born to sing 
the Days that pass in light before us. Book of Days, Gospel Hours, I created you, shining there in 
the sun. Winchester church, I made you too, the whole world is cathedral for my words. 

Blake, send your coronet – your madness fire is mine now. Tiger, Tiger, burning bright, 
in the forest of the night, be my beacon, be my light, spread my words to eternal heaven and bring 
back to me some of the flaming stars. 
 And now a love of Blake is born. 



of diseases from tropical Colonial areas, and how this sacrifice has crippled the often poor and 
working class whose only guarantee/value in life was through the work they could do with a 
healthy body. Barbauld sees greed as the motivating factor, “But seek no more to break a 
nation’s fall, / For ye have saved yourselves, and that is all” (ll. 116-7). 
 
Barbauld, Anna Laetitia. “Epistle to William Wilberforce, Esq., on the Rejection of the Bill for 

Abolishing the Slave Trade.” Romanticism an Anthology. By Duncan Wu. 3rd ed. 
Malden: Blackwell, 2009. 38-41. Print. 
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An Awful Stillness 
 

How awful, how sublime this view, 
Each day presenting something new; 
Hark! Now the seas majestic roar, 
And now the birds their warbling pour; 
Now yonder lark’s sweet notes resound 
And now an awful stillness reigns around 

--Felicia D. Hermans (nee Brown), age 10. 
 
 I’ll have to promise to return to land, or at least sail elsewhere next week, but I’m still too 
fascinated by the idea that there’s an in-between space ‘twixt the shore and the sea. Maybe there 
isn’t, really, but given the tides’ penchant for being uniformly changeable, affected by lunar 
stages, I have a feeling that the tides themselves and whatever rests in between could be 
completely mad. “We’re all mad here,” so says the cat, but why? Why does Frankenstein’s 
monster frequent the alps, and the North Pole? Why does Smith conflate the North Star with the 
moon (unless I’m mad myself), and the land and the sea and hope and despair? Why, really, is 
the sea-shore considered in so many respects distant from the sea, or at least the hopes, dreams, 
and fears associated with it? Can’t we just as easily drown ten feet out into the sea as one-
thousand miles?  
 Skimming through Wu’s Romanticism, I found an early poem by Felicia D. Hermans—a 
writer who seemed to be better traveled than Charlotte Smith, though still anchored (or 
unhinged?) by a sense of “elsewhere.” This particular poem, composed when she was only ten, 
doesn’t so much convey a sense of yearning as it does one of sublime dread.    

I’m baffled how a ten-year-old managed to capture such a striking, sublime scene at the 
edge of the sea. But it isn’t the sea itself, nor any of the other natural aspects of this poem that 
prove sublime. Rather, the poem’s final line, “And now an awful stillness reigns around,” 
contrasts confusingly and starkly with the vibrant activity characteristic of poem’s five other 
lines. The “sea’s majestic roar” (3); the “warbling pour” of birds (4); and the “lark’s sweet notes” 
(5) exhibit a sense of life—maybe even a symphony of life. But this vibrancy is sandwiched 
between scenes of awe and dread. 

The term “awful” appears both in the first and the last lines of the poem, and even though 
Hermans (then Brown) was a child at the time, I’m curious as to whether those terms mean 
precisely the same thing. When in the first line she writes “How awful, how sublime this view” 
(1), I take “awful” to convey a sense of awe or wonder. Though paired with the term sublime, 
which can also connote the sense of “awful” as we know it as modern readers, the author is 
literally awe struck. If we read the next lines literally, the author conveys this feeling because 
every day the sea presents “something new” (2). The term “present” indicates gift-giving, or a 
performance. To a precocious ten-year-old, the idea of a sea full of gifts is both imaginatively 
attractive and alluring. One need but stand near where the tide passed the evening before in order 
to receive the sea’s daily bounty. In this sense, the sea is a purveyor of novelty.  



The poem’s final line, however, has darker implications, and proves to be the poem’s 
most puzzling. After the author projects images of larks singing, the sea roaring (though not 
necessarily in an unfriendly or fearful manner, and yet perhaps the term “majestic” should 
resonate more specifically), we then experience an “awful stillness.” But if we’re at the ever-
changing, ever roaring sea, how is this possible? Has the author changed locations, has her 
audience? Or are we dead? To me, the sublime in this poem resides in its final stillness, and that 
stillness could be a movement before death. That, or it’s a death-like trance brought about via the 
rhythmic (or arrhythmic) crashing of the waves. Regardless, Ms. Brown suspends us in a sublime 
borderland, and once more that border is betwixt the land and the sea.  
 
Hermans, Felicia D. Written on the Sea-Shore. Ed. Duncan Wu. Malden: Blackwell,  

2006. 1247. 
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Christabel: An Exploration of Lesbianism and the Sublime 
 
 Although it is presumed that Samuel Taylor Coleridge began his construction of 
Christabel in 1795 as he simultaneously worked with William Wordsworth on Lyrical 
Ballads, Christabel was never truly completed. Written in fragmented sections, Coleridge 
blamed his failure to finish his poem on the fact that there were too many possible 
endings. Recognized for its musical rhyme, language, and gothic content, Christabel is 
often overlooked in terms of sexuality linked with sublimity, specifically deviant 
sexuality as a representation of the sublime. Coleridge uses Christabel as a platform to 
discuss sexual behavior that deviates from heteronormative expectations and ideologies. 
Although Coleridge, within the Biographia Literaria, describes his disgust regarding 
portrayals of same sex relationships, he not only specifies his disgust with male 
homosexual relationships, but he also relies upon supernatural aspects within his own 
texts as a means to normalize behavior that he considers to be deviant; after all, it is 
expected that supernatural, evil, creatures would participate in deviant acts as well as 
seduce innocents. Geraldine is already “othered” by way of her supernatural attributes 
and has been labeled as “the lady strange” (69). Therefore, I argue that as Geraldine 
tempts Christabel away from her heteronormative ideologies and into an intimate 
relationship with a woman, Coleridge encourages us, as his readers, to view lesbianism 
not only as deviant, but also as sublime. 
 Using a Burkean sense of sublimity, Coleridge’s narration displays a 
heteronormative state of terror regarding the portrayal of intimacy between Geraldine and 
Christabel. He states, “Behold! Her bosom and half her side--/A sight to dream of, not to 
tell!/And she is to sleep by Christabel!” (246-8). In this moment, Coleridge narrates as a 
heterosexual man. He blatantly displays his use of the male gaze, noting that Geraldine’s 
naked body is a “sight to dream of,” but, for Christabel, it’s something “not to tell.” In 
this way, Coleridge marks an important distinction between public and private intimacies. 
By doing so, he not only demonstrates heteronormative ideologies, but he also displays 
an anxious state of terror regarding public, recognized, female intimacy. Within this 
scene, the sublime is first introduced by way of Geraldine, naked, joining Christabel in an 
intimate position and space. It is important to note that Coleridge’s use of the sublime is 
only heightened by way of Geraldine’s spells and supernatural attributes, for Coleridge 
was making use of the sublime by way of sexual deviancy and female intimacy before he 
blatantly introduced Geraldine as a sorceress. After portraying Geraldine’s disrobing and 
displaying female intimacy as deviant and sublime, Coleridge then describes how 
Geraldine verbalizes, for the first time, her supernatural abilities; she lies down beside 
Christabel and takes her within her arms and says, “In the touch of this bosom there 
worketh a spell,/which is lord of they utterance, Christabel!/Thou knowest to-night and 
wilt know to-morrow/This mark of my shame, this seal of my sorrow” (255-8). By 
allowing Geraldine to establish herself as supernatural and evil after already 
demonstrating an anxiety about her proximity and intimacy with Christabel, Coleridge 



extends the notion of sublimity beyond the supernatural aspects of Geraldine’s character 
and blatantly links it to the fact that Geraldine is a woman who becomes intimate with 
another woman. In this way, Coleridge encourages us, as readers, to view same-sex 
intimacies between women as sublime.  
  
 
Works Consulted: 
 
Elfenbein, Andrew. Romantic Genius: The Prehistory of a Homosexual Role. New York: 
 Columbia University Press, 1999. Print.  
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Black Body, White Soul 
 
Critics usually identify “The Little Black Boy” as one of William Blake’s anti-slavery 

poems because in it, the persona of the little black boy asserts his humanity and his equality to a 
white English boy. Blake also uses this poem to critique the Western Christian sign that black 
skin meant a deformed soul while white skin signified a pure soul.  

In making his critique of Western Christianity’s illogical conflation of skin color with the 
condition of the soul, Blake was working against a long and widespread tradition. At the 
beginning of the poem, Blake’s persona asserts, “I am black, but O! my soul is white,” (2) an 
idea mirrored by many other writers. For example, in the Old Testament, a song probably written 
by King David says, “Though I walk though the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no 
evil: for thou are with me” (Psalms 23.4). In this case, the physical shadows serve as a metaphor 
for both death and evil. The New Testament continues the Old Testament idea in John 1.5: “And 
the light shineth in darkness, and the darkness comprehended it not.” In the first part of this 
verse, “the light” means multiple things: Jesus, his message of redemption, knowledge, and 
goodness. “Darkness” is the absence of religion, ignorance, and wickedness. But by the second 
half of the verse, the words used for these abstract concepts have become metaphors for people: 
those who are light and those who are dark. For Europeans, it was easy to see themselves as the 
good light ones and people of color as the bad dark ones. 

Blake is not alone in using the motif of a white soul in a black body; indeed it appears in 
other English and American literature both before and after Blake. For example, Shakespeare 
created tension between Othello’s “tawny” skin and his goodness. When Othello first elopes with 
Desdemona, the Venetian Duke comforts Desdemona’s enraged father by ensuring him that his 
new son-in-law has a good soul despite his skin color: “If virtue no delighted beauty lack, / You 
son-in-law is far more fair than black” (1.3.290-91). Even Othello himself mixes skin color with 
the state of his soul. In describing his reputation and concern over Desdemona’s possible 
infidelity, he tells Iago, “My name, that was as fresh / As Dian’s visage, is now begrimed and 
black / As mine own face (3.3.385-87). Interestingly, in 1859 African American Harriet E. 
Wilson used a passage that very closely mirrors Blake’s. Her character Jim, a poor but 
hardworking Black man in the northern United States, proposes marriage to poor, white Mags. 
To convince her their marriage could be acceptable, Jim tells Mags, “I’s black outside, I know, 
but I’s got a white heart inside. Which you rather have, a black heart in a white skin, or a white 
heart in a black one?” (12).1  Indeed, Jim is one of the nicest characters in a novel full of ne’re-
do-wells.  

While working in this tradition, Blake creates his own critique.  First, the persona states, 
“But I am black as if bereaved of light” (4, emphasis mine).  Blake is playing with perceptions—
it’s not that the boy is bereaved of light, but that he might appear to be.  More importantly, by the 
second half of the poem the little boy’s mother explains to him that their “black bodies and this 
sunburnt face / Is but a cloud  (15-16) that will dissipate once people more clearly understand 
God.  The black boy takes this knowledge to the white English boy and explains that when 

                                                 
1 It seems impossible that Harriet E. Wilson might have read Blake. Blake’s poems weren’t widely circulated int the 
United States in the 1840s and 1850s. In addition, Wilson was a poor indentured servant. She didn’t have a lot of 
time for reading or a lot of access to books. If she’s not quoting Blake, her use of such a description shows how 
widely spread the notion was. 



they’re both free from their “clouds,” that is, their bodies and all the stereotypes that go along 
with them, they’ll have an easier time being around “the tent of God” (24). In fact, the black boy 
will be able to stand in the presence of God “and stroke his silver hair, / And be like him” (27-
28).   In contrast, the white boy will still be leaning on God’s knee (26). 

Although some of this poem seems to go against Blake’s theology that the soul and body 
were eternally united, the verse certainly supports Blake’s anti-slavery values and criticizes those 
who stereotype people based on skin color alone.   
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Blake’s Solar Abolitionist Symbolism 

As I previously noted in my remarks on Lord Byron’s “We’ll Go No More A-
Roving,” Romantic artists frequently invert meanings of conventional symbols to suggest 
more progressive, post neo-classical values. Byron, for instance, reverses conventional 
symbolic values of day/night by ascribing positive values to the evening, a time in the 
neo-classical tradition typically associated with fear and emptiness. Shelley uses the 
soaring eagle to represent aristocratic repression and the earth-hugging serpent as a figure 
of earthy humbleness.  William Blake’s “The Little Black Boy” likewise plays upon 
conventional symbols, in this case of light and dark, to suggest values opposed to those 
traditionally assigned. The color white typically symbolizes purity, but Blake proposes 
that black, its commonly supposed opposite, is purer in order to go beyond the 
controversial abolitionist claim that all men are created equal and suggest that African 
slaves are more beloved of God than their white slave-owners. To assert this claim, Blake 
presents his poem in seven stanzas that narrate the passing of traditional wisdom from a 
black slave mother to her son.  

Blake expresses his anti-slavery agenda in the first stanza through his 
juxtaposition of white and black.  At first it seems as if the poet is simply working an 
appearance/reality angle when the black child exclaims, “And I am black, but O! my soul 
is white; White as an angel is the English child; But I am black as if bereav’d of light.” 
When the black child denies the superficial value assigned its soul by the white 
community, Blake similarly rejects a symbolic order that would ascribe a demonic value 
to his black boy and, at the same time, in the reference to the white child’s skin, craftily 
suggests that if the black child’s soul is white then the English child’s soul may likewise 
not reflect his appearance.  

However, Blake’s thought progresses beyond simple considerations of appearance 
and reality in stanzas three and four when the slave mother explains to her child the 
evidence of God’s love through the metaphor of the sun. She tells the child that God 
bestows his love upon the world through the heat and light of the sun and that those who 
appear more sun-kissed are therefore more beloved of God: “And we are put on earth a 
little space, / That we may learn to bear the beams of love, / And these black bodies and 
this sun-burnt face / Is but a cloud, and like a shady grove.” At the same time, Blake 
introduces the notion of Christian suffering as the basis of human hopes for eternal 
salvation, completing the idea in the fifth stanza when the mother claims that once they 
have learned to graciously tolerate the sufferings of this world, then they will be released 
from their bodies and sent to heaven, where they will unite with both God and their white 
counterparts.  

Blake concludes his poem with a utopian proposal that all men shall be saved and 
that blacks can shade their pale brethren from God’s solar energy until white 
complexions have acquired the tolerance to bear it.  The black boy who has taken his 
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mother’s teachings into the world imagines an English boy and himself free after death 
from human prejudice encapsulated in false color symbolism, “When I from black and he 
from white cloud free, / And round the tent of God like lambs we joy: / I’ll shade him 
from the heat till he can bear, / To lean in joy upon our fathers knee. / And then I’ll stand 
and stroke his silver hair, / And be like him and he will then love me.” Blake expresses in 
these final lines the inherent equality of both souls after they are freed of their superficial 
skins, but he also subtly implies that the black soul may have earned its salvation through 
the lamb-like acceptance of suffering imposed by slavery. While this is an ennobling 
representation of the slave, it is also perhaps simultaneously demeaning as it essentializes 
and, in order to suit Blake’s own political agenda, stereotypes the black slave, who in the 
end does after all become like the white boy as a condition of earning his love.  
 
My mother bore me in the southern wild,  
And I am black, but O! my soul is white;  
White as an angel is the English child:  
But I am black as if bereav’d of light. 
 
My mother taught me underneath a tree  
And sitting down before the heat of day,  
She took me on her lap and kissed me,  
And pointing to the east began to say.  
 
Look on the rising sun: there God does live  
And gives his light, and gives his heat away.  
And flowers and trees and beasts and men receive  
Comfort in morning joy in the noon day.  
 
And we are put on earth a little space,  
That we may learn to bear the beams of love,  
And these black bodies and this sun-burnt face  
Is but a cloud, and like a shady grove.  
 
For when our souls have learn’d the heat to bear  
The cloud will vanish we shall hear his voice.  
Saying: come out from the grove my love & care,  
And round my golden tent like lambs rejoice.  
 
Thus did my mother say and kissed me,  
And thus I say to little English boy;  
When I from black and he from white cloud free,  
And round the tent of God like lambs we joy:  
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I’ll shade him from the heat till he can bear,  
To lean in joy upon our fathers knee.  
And then I’ll stand and stroke his silver hair,  
And be like him and he will then love me. 
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“Ode to a Nightingale,” by John Keats. 
 
 At the beginning of Keats’ “Ode to a Nightingale,” the poet identifies a 
“happiness” that at the end of the poem cannot be understood as attained through a 
conscious state or that of a dream state.  Through this overarching ambiguity of the poet’s 
perception arises subsidiary ambiguities that question whether the source of the poem 
comes from pleasure or pain.  The nuances where pleasure and pain are found in the 
language of the poem should be closely studied with attention to the poet’s reactions to 
the nightingale and nature and how they construct the overall state of the poet’s mind.  
 The opening stanza begins with the ambivalent feelings that the poet’s “heart 
aches” from “being too happy” at the bird’s own state of happiness (1,6).  However, this 
pain is described not as an acute pain but in terms of a “drowsy numbness” and “some 
dull opiate” (1,3).  As the poet’s perception, this can be a blurring of the line between the 
onset of pleasure or pain.  It gets perceived as a type of pain because it is strange, foreign, 
and uninvited to the poet.  This slow, “numbing” feeling is that of music—“some 
melodious plot”(8)—that the poet believes the bird has devised to enrapture him.  
 In a desire not to be on the receiving end of this pleasure-pain song, the poet 
yearns to “fade away into the forest dim” with the bird (20).  A quick remedy to attain 
this feeling of escape the poet desires (the feeling being the closest he could get to fleeing 
with the bird) would be that of some wine.  By this the poet might be able to “dissolve, 
and quite forget” the pains and sorrows that humans—in contrast to the nightingale—
must suffer (21).  However, in stanza 4, the poet chooses an act of will that he will try to 
reach the splendid reality of the nightingale not through the influence of wine, but “on the 
viewless wings of Poesy” (33).  The poet chooses to face the difficulties of arriving at the 
pleasures of the imagination, but immediately cannot help but recognize the difference 
between the world where the bird can fly to (as darkness approaches, the bird may be 
able to find whatever light there may be) and the mundane world of the poet where “there 
is no light” (38).  This shift in mood is deepened as the poet returns to meditate on the 
mortality of man in contrast to the immortality of the beauty of the nightingale’s music 
that “was heard/ In ancient days by emperor and clown” (64).   

Even as the poet attempts to engage in imagining the nightingale’s own triumph, 
he is thrust back into his own “forlorn” state of solitude.  Aware that the present music of 
the nightingale has vanished, the poet remains perplexed at whether the pleasure-pain 
was reality or a dream state conceived through imagination: “do I wake or sleep?” (80).      
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                           Hogarth’s Gin Lane: Tropicalization of Disease 
 
          Hogarth’s 1751 print, Gin Lane, made to be compared to the milder Beer Street, 
reflects the English response to and fear of disease at the time. While the two engravings 
are first and foremost viewed as a warning against the dangers of drinking gin, these 
dangers are, interestingly enough, connected to the fear of foreign disease. Beer Street 
boasts that England’s local drink is a respectable refreshment for the hard-working 
people. Gin, on the other hand, is dangerous because it comes from elsewhere. It is 
connected to the lowest of the lower class of England, including prostitutes, cripples, and 
many mothers with infants. The setting of Gin Lane becomes a metaphor for a “sick 
place,” thought to contain disease and death. 
          My understanding of a place that is “sick” comes from Alan Bewell’s book, 
Romanticism and Colonial Disease. Bewell explains that, since during England’s 
colonization of other countries thousands upon thousands of British soldiers died from 
“foreign” diseases, English doctors and geographers began to connect certain diseases to 
certain places (ex: Cholera=India). Most often the diseases which affected British the 
worst were found in areas of the world described as “tropical.” This new understanding 
of “tropical” meant hot, humid, stuffy, claustrophobic—terms used quite often in 
describing English workhouses or the cramped living spaces of the poor. And so, as 
Bewell explains, “Fear about the pathogenic conditions and character of the working 
class, initially refracted on poor Irish immigrants but then applied to the inhabitants of 
urban slums, drew much of its power from comparisons with colonial peoples” (Bewell 
20). In other words, the English soon began to tropicalize groups of their own people. 
English slums were seen as foreign, tropical places where local diseases began and might 
likely infect entire cities. Instead of the blame for disease being placed upon a foreign 
people, it was placed locally on the inhabitants of the slums. 
        Now that we understand this theory of tropicalization and how it may be applied 
locally, within English cities, and possibly even within our own culture, we can explore 
Hogarth’s Gin Lane with an eye for disease and foreignness. Rather than the people in the 
engraving, our eyes might first be drawn to the place they are in. The walls have 
crumbled around them; dilapidated houses are shedding parts of roofs into the pile of 
rubble in the street below. The tiny buildings are packed close together, and everything 
seems to be in chaos. The place, we notice first, is sick.  
          When we turn our eyes to the people, the first person we may notice is the bare-
breasted mother with a snuffbox in her hand and an infant falling to his death from 
neglect. She is ragged, drunk, and diseased. The sores on her leg indicate that she has 
probably contracted syphilis. We might notice the skeleton of a soldier lying next to her 
on the steps, seemingly dead. Also, we eventually find a mother being placed into a 
coffin, and a man who has hung himself inside a dilapidated house. Death seems to 
consume this place, and those who are not dead are often portrayed as animals. A man is 
seen fighting with his dog over a bone to chew. This engraving is a perfect reflection of 



the tropicalization of the lower-class English people in the slums—they are less than 
human, and diseased.  
 
Bewell, Alan. Romanticism and Colonial Disease. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
   University Press, 1999. 
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Annotation #4: Death and Age in Wordsworth’s “Old Man Travelling; Animal 
Tranquility and Decay, A Sketch” 

 
 Youth, death, age, beauty, and nature are all basic subjects explored by the 
Romantic poets.  There is a sort of fascination with life and energy, death and youth that 
most creep into most of Wordsworth’s poems. Some are about nature; some are about 
death and age. Wordsworth’s “Old Man Travelling” is an interesting and somewhat 
twisted account that explores the idea of nature, death, age, and curiosity in a rather un-
Romantic way. 
 Nature has an interesting role in the tale. The first few lines tell us that as the old 
man walks along “The little hedgerow birds / That peck along the road, regard him not” 
(1, 2). Here, the little birds represent nature, and it is worth noting that they “regard him 
not.” Nature, as represented by the little birds, has no use for the old man. And so, the 
reader is left with the assumption that nature has abandoned this old man. Yet, further in 
the poem, we read that the old man “hath no need, He is by nature led” (12). This is an 
interesting shift concerning the involvement of nature. At first, the old man is shunned by 
nature, but then nature becomes a guide to him. We are left to decide what role nature 
plays in the tale. Either nature is shunning this man because he has none of the youthful 
beauty of nature, or he is guided by nature perhaps on account of his age. This confused 
nature is very un-Romantic.  
 The speaker describes this old man as “A man who does not move with pain, but 
moves / With thought” (6, 7). The old man, wrought with age, does not seem to have the 
pain associated with physical age. His age is not a burden to him. In fact, it is a blessing. 
His age gives him “mild composure,” “long patience,” and an envyless disposition. It is 
interesting to note that it is his age that gives him these admirable traits, not any youth he 
has left. 
 Finally, the speaker asks the old man what his object of his journey is. The old 
man replies: “Sir, I am going many miles to take / A last leave of my son, a mariner, / 
Who from a sea-fight has been brought to Falmouth, / And there is dying in an hospital” 
(17-20). Here we have another instance of confusion. This old man’s youthful son is 
lying in a hospital dying while this old man, bent with thoughts, walks along being led by 
nature. Shouldn’t it be the opposite? Isn’t beauty found in youthfulness?  
 This poem seems to challenge some of the basic features of Romanticism. Nature 
is represented confusedly, youth and old age are reversed with the youthful son on his 
deathbed and the old man very much alive, and old age is given deferential traits while 
youth is given death.  
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Lady Mary Wortley: A Woman Traveler 

 During this course, we’ve clearly established that travel narratives flourished during the 
Romantic period due to a widespread male interest on discovering and colonizing exotic lands, 
among other reasons. However, while reading some of the most prominent female writers of this 
time like Mary Shelley, Charlotte Smith, and Mary Robinson, I started to wonder about women 
travelers and about travel narratives written by women. While recognized female Romantic 
writers such as Mary Shelley and Helen Maria Williams did get to travel to and write about 
places like Sweden and France respectively, most women from this period did not get to travel to 
exotic lands, like some of their male counterparts did. In fact, according to Effie Poulakou-
Rebelakou, a researcher from the Department of the History of Medicine at Athens National 
University, “women travelers were a rather unusual phenomenon during the 19th century and a 
rarity during the 18th” (4-5). One such rarity was Lady Mary Wortley, who was able to 
accompany her husband from 1717-1718 while he was an ambassador in Turkey (Kutluk 2). 
During this time, she wrote a considerable amount of letters about her travels, which constitute 
one of the few travel narratives written by a woman about what was then considered an “exotic” 
land. This collection of letters, usually known as “Letters During Mr. Wortley’s Embassy in 
Istanbul,” deals with aspects of Turkish everyday life as well as with the role of Turkish women 
in society. While perusing these letters, I was particularly struck by how different they are from 
the male travel narratives written at the time, mostly in terms of their subject matter but also in 
terms of how the focus on the social role of women in Turkish society as a way to comment on 
the role of women in British society as well. 
 Regarding the differences between male and female narratives during this period, 
scholars like Debbie Lee and Anne K. Mellor have commented on the male desire to both 
linguistically and literally penetrate and appropriate what is usually described as a “feminine” 
unexplored land. Mellor, for instance, discusses Wordsworth’s idea of self as a “specifically 
male self . . . that grounds its achievements on masculine tropes of heroic quest and conquest. . .” 
(emphasis in the original 124). Interestingly, in the preface to her letters, Mary Wortley 
comments on the difference between male and female travel narratives by stating the following: 
 

I confess, I am malicious enough to desire, that the world should see to how much better 
purpose the LADIES travel than their LORDS; and that, whilst it is surfeited with Male 
travels, all in the same tone, and stuffed with the same trifles; a lady has the skill to strike 
out a new path, and to embellish a worn-out subject with variety of fresh and elegant 
entertainment. For, besides the vivacity and spirit which enliven every part, and that 
inimitable beauty which spreads through the whole; besides the purity of the style, for 
which it may justly, be accounted the standard of the English tongue; the reader will find 
a more true and accurate account of the customs and manners of the several nations with 
whom this lady conversed, than he can in any other author. 

 
What I would like to highlight from this passage is Mary Wortley’s belief that female accounts 
are better than male narratives since they are more “accurate” and, by implication, more 



objective. We could argue that her letters are indeed objective since they strive to offer a 
descriptive account of Turkish customs rather than a judgment on them. For instance, Wortley’s 
accounts of her visit to the traditional Turkish bath houses (Letter XXVI) and the use of the veil 
(Letter XXIX) focus on the freedom that she perceives Turkish women to enjoy without 
attempting to eroticize either experience, like her male counterparts usually did in their travel 
narratives. However, her accounts also lack objectivity in the sense that they often romanticize 
her experiences by overemphasizing what she perceives to be positive differences between 
British and Turkish culture.  
 Letter XXVI, in which Lady Mary describes her experience at the bath house, is also 
central to analyzing how she comments on not only in the role of Turkish women in society but 
also on the inferior role of women in British society. In this letter, she explains that the Turkish 
women wanted to undress her to have her participate in the bath experience and that she is only 
able to resist their attempts by showing them her “stays” which the Turkish women believe to 
be a “machine” that Lady Mary is powerless to open. They also attribute this “machine” to her 
husband. As researcher Asli Kutluk from Middle East Technical University in Turkey explains, 
this passage not only serves to exoticize Turkish women but also allows Lady Mary to “[draw] 
the attention of her readers to her own ‘imprisoned’ body” (5). I also believe that the last two 
lines of the letter support her dissatisfaction with the position of women in British society and 
with the conditions of marriage: 
 

I was charmed with their [the Turkish women’s] civility and beauty, and should have 
been very glad to pass more time with them; but Mr W—— resolving to pursue his 
journey next morning early, I was in haste to see the ruins of Justinian's church, which 
did not afford me so agreeable a prospect as I had left, being little more than a heap Of 
stones. 
 

While I am not necessarily suggesting that Lady Mary’s words are a direct attempt to criticize 
her husband or to imply that she was involved in an unequal marriage, I do think that they 
express a certain annoyance at having to fulfill her womanly role and follow her husband to his 
next destination, since she is powerless to remain behind and do as she wishes. The implications 
are that she is not free to make her own decisions.  
 To conclude, it is clear that Lady Wortley’s letters offer us a uniquely feminine 
perspective on traveling during the Romantic period and it is important to remember that she is 
also one of the few women in the 18th century credited with contributing to the field of medicine 
through her insistence in bringing “variolation,” one of the first known “vaccinations” against 
smallpox, to Britain from Turkey (Poulakou-Rebelakou). This opens up a whole specter of 
possibilities for analyzing her travel narratives in light of travel and disease during the 18th 
century as well.     
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Bioregionalism and Romanticism:  A Preliminary Response to Scott Hess’ "Imagining an 
Everyday Nature" 

  
This annotation discusses John Clare’s "Proposals for Building a Cottage" as well as 
Wordsworth’s discussion of the cottages in Guide to the District of the Lakes.  Though these are 
texts that are part of everyone’s reading, I am nonetheless exploring them in order to collect 
thoughts for our presentation and perhaps the seminar paper (I hope that is alright).  
  
This is the deal.  Scott Hess argues for a new term in ecocritical discourse, “everyday nature,” 
and in order to do so, he criticizes the Romantic sublime.  I have no problem with criticizing the 
sublime as it does have some grave implications, but the way that Hess frames the argument ends 
up polarizing it, misrepresenting it, and closing off a discussion about the Romantic ecological 
vision (which is not one dimensional but multi).  He creates a binary, in essence, which strikes 
me as a cheap trick to avoid having the essay fall apart.  He suggests that Romantic thought (and 
American transcendentalism) fails to value an everyday nature that is part of a social context as 
they both privilege an individual encounter with either the sublime or some beautiful aspect of 
nature in a momentary stay against confusion.  A response is necessary simply because what we 
teach is political, and if we teach Romanticism the way he suggests (by just critiquing its flaws) 
we miss too many great opportunities for exploring the complexity of human and environment 
interactions.   
  
Take “bioregionalism” for example.  This is a crucial concept, and developing a bioregional 
consciousness is something that can happen when reading Romantic poetry especially if we 
focus on the everyday nature explored there.  A cursory glance at Clare’s "Proposal for Building 
a Cottage" reveals that the binary between nature and culture dissolves.  The cottage, a symbol of 
culture, is intentionally being ruined so as to let more-than-human life exist and flourish within 
its structure.  More pertinent, perhaps, is the fact that the poem epitomizes a bioregional 
endeavor.  Clare is not planting exotic plants nor is he encouraging exotic creatures to visit and 
roost, but rather the cottage is adorned with the plants and creatures that exist in his 
bioregion.  Similarly, I love how Wordsworth laments the new buildings in the Lake District as 
their architecture fails to harmonize with the surrounding ecosystem.  All this is to say that Hess 
misses the fact that everyday nature permeates the Romantic ecological vision; it just so happens 
that their everyday nature is a rich and fertile island.   
  
Tom Lynch argues that the fact that American English filtered through that island is one reason 
why we have a prototype inscribed in our consciousness of a healthy ecosystem that is green and 
that has trees.  Obviously, someone living in the Great Plains or the southwest of the United 
States should not apply an island ecology to what everyday nature is, but can’t we appreciate the 
"xeriscaping" involved in Clare and Wordsworth’s cottages and the practice of adorning one’s 
house with bioregional plants?  An adobe home and an earth-sheltered home are two great 



examples that are in harmony with a bioregion—and they both privilege a dynamic interaction 
with the plants and thus the creatures that exist there.   
  
I do not have room to branch into ecophobia (Simon Estok’s term, a fear and hatred of nature), 
but I know of plenty of home owners who could not stomach what John Clare suggests.  Indeed, 
many people view the home as a boundary between nature and culture, rather than a borderland 
where there is a reciprocity of interacting. 
  
I think Hess misrepresents the sublime, but that is another discussion all together.  The point here 
is that his move to purport that everyday nature is somehow misrepresented by the Romantics is 
not only erroneous, but it moreover closes off great discussions concerning a bioregional 
consciousness.   
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"Noontide shadow of a man complete": Ignorance and Indulgence in Wordsworth's "The 
Infant Prodigy" 

 
 The confinement of young minds within a regularized program of learning and 
development leads to a troublesome ignorance about the truths of experience in William 
Wordsworth's "The Infant Prodigy."  Wordsworth assails the futility of the inquiry 
imposed on the innocent, and condemns the instructors who indoctrinate students in this 
form of thought for doubting the insights of the world beyond the academy.  The poem's 
greatest complexity lies in Wordsworth's elaboration on self-examination in the academy.  
For it is not the instruction in a predetermined way of thinking, but the encouragement to 
turn away from the world, that emerges as the principle subject of his scrutiny.  I find 
Wordsworth's correlation of the obsessive search for knowledge with introspection 
fascinating, as he suggests that self-exploration may not always lead to truth, and 
accordingly, complicates the idea of intuited knowledge. 
 The student learns to analyze the world, but to no purpose beyond further analysis.  
Wordsworth's bodied nature "is grieved to find/The playthings which her love designed 
for him/Unthought of" (Wordsworth 545.428-30).  The student neglects the wonders of 
the world, undertaking "deep experiments": "He sifts, he weighs, takes nothing upon 
trust—/All things are put to question" (544.421-23).  These "experiments" reveal nothing 
of the world, and instead, reinforce the student's distance from life, so that he lives a "life 
of lies," his "soul" troubled by "Vanity" (545.432, 436-37).  Wordsworth presents 
reflection as a supremely ineffectual and even destructive state, marked by a pathological 
impulse to enclosure—and then voluntary enclosure—from the active understanding of 
the outer world.  The student girds himself within "the pinfold of his own conceit," and in 
doing so, falls out of contact with the "wiser spirit [...] most prodigal/Of blessings and 
most studious of our good" (545.444, 546.466-68). I am inclined to ask why some forms 
of exploration—of, for example, nature, or the "blessings" of the "wiser spirit"—might be 
preferable to others, why the analysis of the outer world would lead to an endlessly 
repetitive self-reflection without growth.  The poem expresses hostility toward education 
and study that encourage disregard for the world in its unpredictable entirety, but the 
imprisonment that Wordsworth describes is too peculiar to escape further inquiry. 
 The student's condition is peculiar precisely because it is absolute.  Work within the 
academy produces "worshipper[s] of worldly seemliness," whose indulgence appears 
inescapable (543.382).  Yet the presence of the "wiser spirit"—the power that enacts the 
"unreasoning progress of the world," which is couched in the processes of nature— 
complicates this reading, as it is total, the uniformity resisted by the iconoclasm of the 
studious life.  Therefore, I wonder why the student's analysis would somehow fall beyond 
even the powers of nature, why Wordsworth would permit the very figure that closes his 
poem to serve, at best, as a benign set piece within human cognition.  "The Infant 
Prodigy" is an argument, of course—but beyond a certain point, the poem's location of 
the end of innocence in discovery seems to betray its faith in the unknown for a deeply 
fatalistic conception of the termination of harmony with nature. 
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To Mr. Coleridge (Composed C. 1797), From The Monthly Magazine (1799) 
 
 Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s poem dedicated to Coleridge is replete with fantastic and surreal 
imagery belonging to an allegory initially rooted in an allusion to Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress.  
Amusingly, the imaginative scene is tinged with sarcasm as Barbauld warns Coleridge of stepping 
off of the rugged, uphill path of knowledge to glory in the bowers of “strange enchantment” that 
“lure the eager foot of youthful ardour to eternal chase” (lines 4-6).1  It is rhetorically persuasive to 
counsel Coleridge against the distractions of abstraction and metaphysics through a figurative 
poem where the real is similarly lost in “mystic visions” that she creates (line 8).   
 In juxtaposition with the letter from William Blake to the Revd Dr. Trusler that I wrote on 
last week, this poem reveals a commonplace that both Blake and Coleridge seemed to contend 
with—that the palpable and immediate, the quotidian and the temporal, is of greater value than the 
imaginative, abstract, and metaphysical.  Much like Trusler, Barbauld creates a hierarchy of the 
senses that have value in the “hill of science” (line 1).  She creates a world where the worthy 
science is tiring and tangible and the unworthy science is ethereal and surreal.  Barbauld describes 
such fancy as a “filmy net” that paralyzes hope and ambition because it sits in “vacant space” with 
a “vacant mind” (line 14, 10, 22).  What catches my attention here is Barbauld’s emphasis on 
vacancy, an interesting word choice because it suggests an absence from life and reality.  Here, my 
thoughts stray and are snagged by various scholars and realms of thought that I’ve explored in 
different ways.  One is that this is the age of exploration and wonder, and the idea of “vacancy” is 
what allowed for such exploration—the lands of Africa, India, and the Americas were conquered 
and appropriated because they were thought of as vacant spaces despite the people and cultures 
thriving there.  Furthermore, Trinh-Minh Ha evaluates the concept of transparent space—the idea 
that the environment and its various elements are often seen as devoid of inherent meaning and so 
humans feel that they have the authority to fill in this transparent space with whatever they wish to 
project, to fill in the vacant space.  Part of what this seems to imply is that human beings utilize 
imagination when creating that which is seemingly “real”.  Maps of the earth, sea, and stars are 
creations of meaning, and these meanings are imposed.  Such knowledge “seem realities” even 
though they often incorporate imagination.  However, Barbauld creates a binary between the real 
and unreal that she feels should not be transgressed.   

Perhaps it is because I was recently in a John Donne class, but I’m frequently thinking 
about the importance of metaphysics in scientific discovery.  Donne is often cited as a 
metaphysical poet, and he was extremely interested in the developments of science, exploration, 
and geography.  What often interested me about Donne is how Donne used abstract, metaphysical 
ponderings to search for an understanding of the world around him, and is that not a good place to 
start? To see things from a new perspective, it seems that borders must be breached.  Also, I was 
immediately interested in the line: “In its high progress to eternal truth” (line 27).  This is a 
digression, but I was already thinking about Donne and his metaphysical poem Metempsychosis, 
in which he tracks the progress of the soul but where the mankind was anything but progressive in 
terms of moral and spiritual improvement.  According to the footnote, this perception differs from 
Coleridge and most likely Barbauld.  One thing that is interesting to consider, then, is how 
developments in science and knowledge were seen as related to moral and spiritual developments 
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and the concept that the most advanced, rational mind is the closest to God.  A tangential thought, 
but one I feel is worth exploring.   
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Contrasting Visions: 
Lord Byron’s “She Walks in Beauty” 

 
 Originally, I had thought of choosing a Keats poem that related to nature (which would 
have fallen in line with my group’s presentation), but I couldn’t break away from “She Walks in 
Beauty” by Lord Byron.  The poem’s structure is fluid and beautiful, written in iambic 
tetrameter.  The beauty of this woman is mirrored in the flow of the lines and words.  At its 
surface, the poem appears to be about a woman with whom Byron is in love.  But, at closer 
inspection, the poem is simply one of observation.  Rather than asserting his love for her, he is 
enamored with her in a purely innocent (or seemingly so, since we never truly know) way. 
 The word usage in the poem is both simple and over the top.  He uses a word that today 
would be cliché – beauty.  While in the midst of poetic composition today, a poet would likely 
refrain from the use of that word simply because it has been overdone.  But, Byron’s usage of the 
word is done with a light hand.  It appears in the title and the first line, though as was often the 
practice, the first line (or portion of the first line) was the title.  It establishes clearly the focus of 
the poem is to be a beautiful woman, and he invites the reader to listen to his encounter with this 
vision of loveliness. 
 Byron’s brilliant word choice is also exemplified by the contrasts present in the poem, 
most notable that between light and dark, night and day.  In this piece, darkness is beautiful, 
contrasted with the “gaudy day” that “heaven…denies” (6).  At the outset of the poem, Byron 
declares “beauty [is] like the night” (1), which is given greater meaning when compared with the 
harsh daylight at the end of the first stanza.  The comparison of light and dark is present with the 
“shade” and “ray” (7) in the beginning of the next stanza, but somehow brought together with 
her “grace” (8).  Rather than competing, these two extremes are in balance. 
 In the imagery of the poem lies the focus of nature, though it is not meant to be the 
subject of the poem, but merely a backdrop with which to compare the woman’s beauty.  She has 
“raven tress” (9) that surrounds the “softly lighten[ed]” (10) face, both in light and shadow.  At 
the beginning of the poem, the reader is placed outside rather than in, among the “cloudless 
climes and starry skies” (2) that make up the graceful night.  The last lines of the poem allude to 
the woman’s “mind at peace with all below” (17), which could be a reference to a grave or 
something beneath the ground. 
 Byron, the dark poet, leaves the reader with the image of a woman (possibly in 
mourning) who is at peace with herself and with something deeper, and her beauty shines both in 
the harshness of day and the shadows of night. 
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