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Andrew McInnes: S T Coleridge, Extracts from Notebooks 

Coleridge’s Notebooks, the ‘undeclared prose masterpiece’ of the Romantic period for 

Seamus Perry, are experiments in life writing, incorporating Coleridge’s thoughts and 

feelings, fragments of poetry, lecture drafts and translations, over the course of his adult life. 

Among many other things, the Notebooks record Coleridge’s engagement with the German 

Romantic writer Johannes Paul (‘Jean Paul’) Friedrich Richter, novelist, satirist, and aesthetic 

theorist. Coleridge returned to Jean Paul over a period of at least a decade, drawing on his 

work for drafts of lectures and the Biographia Literaria. Richard Holmes, Coleridge’s 

biographer, describes the poet’s translations and transformations of Jean Paul as ‘a silent 

conversation with his confrère or brother-spirit in Leipzig’. Contrariwise, Kathleen Coburn, 

the editor of the Notebooks, describes Coleridge’s response to Jean Paul as ‘more negatively 

critical than the several re-readings would lead one to suppose’. Nevertheless, the Notebooks 

record Coleridge’s return to Jean Paul for solace, inspiration, and as a sounding board for his 

own metaphysical musings. The selections from Coleridge’s multiple engagements with Jean 

Paul here demonstrate how Coleridge uses the German writer as a jumping off point for his 

own Romantic reveries on the healing power of nature, the transcendent potential of star- or 

soul-gazing, and the problem of atheism.  

 

http://www.victorianweb.org/art/illustration/sullivan/17.html


Extracts from Notebooks (1810-1811) 

4040 18.77  The Love of Nature is ever returned double to us – not only the Delighter in 

our Delight, but the by linking our sweetest but of themselves perishable feelings to distinct 

& vivid Images, which we ourselves at times & which a thousand casual associations will 

often recall to our memory. She is the preserver, the Treasuress of our Joys – even in the 

Delirium of Fever she has in Sickness & nervous Diseases she has peopled our Imaginations 

with lovely Forms which have sometimes overpowered our the inward pain & brought with 

them their old sensations – and even when all men have seemed to desert us, & the Friend of 

our heart has passed on with one glance from his ‘cold disliking eye’, yet even then the blue 

Heaven spreads it out & bends over us, & the little Tree still shelters us under its plumage, as 

a second Cope, a domestic Firmament, and the low creeping Gale will sigh in the Heath-plant 

& sooth us as by a sound of Sympathy, till the lulled Grief loses itself in fixed gaze on the its 

the purple Heath-blossoms, till we the present beauty becomes a Vision of Memory –  

[Literal translation from Jean Paul Richter’s Geist (1801) II 23-4, by Kathleen Coburn: When 

men desert us or wound us, the heavens, the earth, the little blossoming tree always spread 

out their arms and take up the hurt one in them, and the flowers press themselves to our 

wounded bosom, and the brooks will blend into our tears, and the air flow into our sighs and 

cool them.] 

 

4078 3½.56  A starry Night – do I see one heaven / O yes, one; but in that one ten thousand 

thousand heavens / Every star has its worlds – and every would of every star its two diverse 

Heavens, and in each hemisphere as myr many myriad Heavens as there are Horizons, the 

same to all – / 

 And every S[tar/oul] that reflects but the Light of that ray from God’s throne on 

which they float as atoms – One ray or pencil of Rays let in from the world of spirit on the 

dark universe Chamber of the material world –  

[Kathleen Coburn’s literal translation of Geist #401 (1801) II 32: These nearer suns were 

surrounded by a ring of distant milky ways, and a thousand vast heavens, cast into eternity, 

stood in our sky in the form of white stretches of mist, bright snowflakes from infinity, silver 

circles of frost. – And these layers of suns pressed close together, casting away their cloud-

veil only before the thousand eyed eye of [the astronomer’s] art, like belts of our earthly dust 

particles, played in the bright rays of the eternal blazing through the empyrean. – And the 

reflection of his glowing throne lay bright upon all the suns.] 

 



4087 18.299  How got the Atheist his Idea of that God which he denies? – I have always 

held Des Cartes’ Proof the best & tenable. The Materialist is the Idealist of the intelligible 

World – as the Idealist constrains the realities ab extra into illusions ab intra, so the Mat. the 

realities in us into reflexes and echoes of things without us. – To the one the Universe is but 

an echo-chamber of the Soul; to the other the Soul is but an empty echo chamber or 

Whispering Labyrinth of the World – Both alike deduce the ‘Is’ from the ‘Appears’, the 

Substance from the Shadow, the Soul from the Echo – both mistake analysis for preformation 

– both confound the Genealogist with the Proto-Patriarch. –  

[Literal translation of Geist #4 (1801) I 28-30: Let the atheist, for example, ask himself how 

he came by this ideal of a Godhead which he either disputes or personifies? A concept that 

has not been built up out of comparisons of quantities and degrees because it is the antithesis 

of any measure and any given quantity; – in short the atheist refuses to admit that the copy 

has any original. Just as there are idealists of the external world, who believe that perceptions 

create objects – instead of the objects creating the perceptions; so there are idealists of the 

inward world, who deduce being from appearance, the sound from the echo, existence from 

observation, instead of vice versa, appearance from being, and our consciousness from the 

objects of consciousness. We wrongly regard our analysis of our inner world to be its 

original outline – ie the genealogist confuses himself with the earliest ancestor.] 

 

Liz Edwards: Damien Walford Davies, ‘Strumble Head’ 

The Ridiculous becomes Reality: Fishguard 1797 and Coastal Romanticism 

Nicholas Roe memorably describes the ‘Last Invasion’ of Britain, in Fishguard in February 

1797, as the moment in which ‘the ridiculous became reality’. Over 200 years later, events 

following the invasion are still commemorated annually in the local area via parades, talks, 

music and walks, but what might Fishguard in 1797 mean for Romanticism now? This 

lightning talk takes the French invasion of Fishguard as a starting point for a discussion of the 

coastal turn in Romantic studies. 

 

  



From Suit of Lights (Seren, 2009), p. 22 

‘Strumble Head’  

Pembrokeshire, scene of the French invasion, 1797. 

They camped in the nave 

and chantry, Exodus and 

the second book of Kings 

 

   as kindling, pissed in a switch- 

   back Strumble wind against  

   Ann Owen, beloved wife, et 

 

cetera. It was amateur night. 

Wales dawned on them – most 

still pissed, the others hung- 

 

   over to the tune of thirty wreck- 

   ers’ kegs and ten stabs at the  

   Marseillaise. They strumbled 

 

into a land of cairns and stand- 

ing stones with idiot orders to 

annoy. Four slurred into Brest- 

 

   garn, its whitewash proof against 

   outlandish weather; one fired a  

   piece of France into a grand- 

 

father clock that banged  

Welsh time into his hammered 

whiskeyhead. They slewed into 

   

   the democratic yard, a ricochet 

   of merde! It was all downhill 

   from there to Goodwick Sands. 



From: Nicholas Roe, ‘Coleridge, Wordsworth, and the French Invasion Scare’, The 

Wordsworth Circle, 17: 3 (Summer 1986), 142-48. 

Five months [before the ‘Spy Nozy’ affair], in February 1797, the whole country had been 

alarmed when 1,200 French soldiers landed on the Pembrokeshire coast near Fishguard. 

During the early years of the war with France, invasion had been considered an unlikely 

prospect, but, in 1797, Bonaparte’s successful Italian campaign provided disquieting 

evidence of French military capability. As a contemporary pamphlet put it, “The menace of a 

French Invasion, which formerly afforded a subject for ridicule, cannot now be treated in so 

light a manner.” In February, 1797, the ridiculous became reality, and the French landing was 

no less alarming because of the small numbers involved, the swiftness of their surrender, and 

the discovery that the soldiers were mostly convicts. In retrospect it is easy to dismiss this 

abortive invasion as a hastily planned enterprise that was doomed from the outset. At the 

time, though, its effect on public opinion was considerable. It demonstrated Britain’s 

vulnerability, and confirmed that the French were actively considering “the grand attempt.” 

Public anger and consternation was the result, and this contributed to the confusions at 

Stowey in the following July. Most disturbing of all was the discovery that, if all had gone 

according to plan, the French soldiers would have landed on the Somerset coast and attacked 

Bristol. 

 

Catherine Shaw: Heinrich Heine, Extracts from Atta Troll  

To me, Atta Troll is the ideal Romantic / ridiculous text, not least because Heine is so vocal 

about what it means to be Romantic and therefore must be included in an overview of any 

aspect of Romantic thought. 

Heine uses poetry to mock, to assert, to question, and never more perfectly than here: 

in Atta Troll, the story of a bear who escapes slavery but is ultimately torn apart for money, 

he showcases both poetic skill and the embodiment of his philosophical theories about 

Romanticism. Here, Heine is focussed on the cornerstones of Romanticism – a love for 

humanity, the natural world, pastoral and folk imagery, referentiality about previous poets – 

yet he takes these and creates a complex and searing allegory for the German political 

system, contemporary figures, and idealism, as well as creating imagery that is so deep it is 

still not fully understood. In Atta Troll, we see Heine’s personal preoccupations and a 

demonstration of his skill, but we also see Heine’s disillusionment with Romanticism and a 

questioning of what it means to engage with a tradition which does not accept your person or 

your views.  



Heine is the gateway to many readings of Romanticism. Reading Atta Troll, we get 

beautiful verse intentionally telling a ridiculous story which demonstrates the power of poetry 

and what it means to be Romantic. Heine embodies dichotomy better than any other 

Romantic, and any syllabus or event is enriched by his presence. 

 

Extracts from Atta Troll  

 

CANTO II 

When the dusky Moorish Prince 

Sung by poet Freiligrath 

Beat upon his mighty drum 

Till the drumskin crashed and broke— 

 

Thrilling must that crash have been— 

Likewise hard upon the ear— 

But just fancy when a bear 

Breaks away from captive chains! 

 

Swift the laughter and the pipes 

Cease. What yells of fear arise! 

From the square the people rush 

And the gentle dames grow pale. 

 

Yea, from all his slavish bonds 

Atta Troll has torn him free. 

Suddenly! With mighty leaps 

Through the narrow streets he runs. 

 

Room enough is his, I trow! 

Up the jagged cliffs he climbs, 

Flings down one contemptuous look, 

Then is lost within the hills. 

 

Lone within the market-place 



Mumma and her master stand— 

Raging, now he grasps his hat, 

Cursing, casts it on the earth, 

 

Tramples on it, kicks and flouts 

The Madonnas, tears the cloak 

Off his foul and naked back, 

Yells and blasphemes horribly 

 

'Gainst the base ingratitude 

Of the race of sable bears. 

Had he not been kind to Troll? 

Taught him dancing free of charge? 

 

Everything this monster owed him, 

Even life. For some had bid, 

All in vain! three hundred marks 

For the hide of Atta Troll. 

 

Like some carven form of grief 

There the poor black Mumma stands 

On her hind feet, with her paws 

Pleading with the raging clown. 

 

But on her the raging clown 

Looses now his twofold wrath; 

Beats her; calls her Queen Christine, 

Dame Muñoz—Putana too.... 

 

All this happened on a fair 

Sunny summer afternoon. 

And the night which followed, ah! 

Was superb and wonderful. 

 



Of that night a part I spent 

On a small white balcony; 

Juliet was at my side 

And we viewed the passing stars. 

 

"Fairer far," she sighed, "the stars 

Which in Paris I have seen, 

When upon a winter's night 

In the muddy streets they shine." 

 

Canto IX 

As the noble negro king 

Of our Freiligrath protrudes 

From his dusky mouth his long 

Scarlet tongue in scorn and rage,— 

 

Even so the moon now peers 

Out of darkling clouds. The sad, 

Sleepless waterfalls forever 

Roar into the brooding night. 

 

Atta Troll upon the crest 

Of his well-beloved cliff 

Stands alone, and now he howls 

Down the wind and the abyss: 

 

"Yea, a bear am I—even he, 

Even he whom you have named 

Bruin, growler, shag-coat too, 

And such other titles vile. 

 

"Yea, a bear am I—that same 

Boorish animal you know; 

That gross, trampling brute am I 



Of your sly and crafty smiles! 

 

"Of your wit am I the mark; 

I'm the bugbear—him with whom 

Every wicked child you frighten 

In the silence of the night. 

 

"Yea, I am that clumsy butt 

Of your nursery tales—aloud 

Will I shout that name forever 

Through the scurvy world of men. 

 

"Oyez! Oyez! I'm a bear 

Unashamed of my descent, 

Just as proud as if my forbear 

Had been Moses Mendelsohn." 

 

CANTO XXV 

Three-and-thirty wrinkled dames, 

Wearing on their heads their Basque 

Scarlet hoods of ancient style, 

Stood beside the village gate. 

 

One of them, like Deborah, 

Beat the tambourine and danced 

While she sang a hymn in praise 

Of the slayer of the bear. 

 

Four strong men in triumph bore 

Slaughtered Atta, who erect 

In his wicker litter sat 

Like some patient at a spa. 

 

To the rear, like relatives 



Of the dead, Lascaro came 

With Uraka, who abashed, 

Nodded to the right and left. 

 

Then the town-clerk at the hall 

Spoke as the procession came 

To a halt. Of many things 

Spoke that dapper little man. 

 

As, for instance, of the rise 

Of the navy, of the Press, 

Of the sugar-beet debates, 

And that hydra, party strife. 

 

All the feats of Louis Philippe 

Vaunted he unto the skies,— 

Of Lascaro then he spoke 

And his great heroic deed. 

 

"Thou Lascaro!" cried the clerk, 

As he mopped his streaming brow 

With his bright tri-coloured sash— 

"Thou Lascaro! thou that hast 

 

"Freed Hispania and France 

From that monster Atta Troll, 

By both lands shalt be acclaimed the 

Pyreneean Lafayette!" 

 

When Lascaro in official 

Wise thus heard himself announced 

As a hero, then he smiled 

In his beard and blushed for joy. 

 



And in stammering syllables 

And in broken phrases he 

Stuttered forth his gratitude 

For the honour shown to him. 

 

Wonder-smitten then stood all 

At the unexpected sight, 

And in low and timid tones 

Thus the ancient women spoke: 

 

"Did you hear Lascaro laugh? 

Did you see Lascaro blush? 

Did you hear Lascaro speak? 

He the witch's perished son!" 

 

On that very day they flayed 

Atta Troll. At auction they 

Sold his hide. A furrier bid 

Just an even hundred francs. 

 

And the furrier decked the skin 

Handsomely, and mounted it 

All on scarlet. For this work 

He demanded twice the cost. 

 

From a third hand Juliet 

Then received it. Now it lies 

As a rug before her bed 

In the city by the Seine. 

 

Oh, how many nights I've stood 

Barefoot on the earthly husk 

Of my hero great and true, 

On the hide of Atta Troll! 



 

Then by sorrow deeply touched 

Would I think of Schiller's words: 

"That which song would make eternal 

First must perish from the Earth." 

 

Dana Moss: John Keats, ‘Isabella: or, the Pot of Basil’ 

Scholarship on Keats’s ‘Isabella: or, the Pot of Basil’ often interprets the basil as 

representative or symbolic of Isabella’s frustrated desire and grief for Lorenzo. The basil 

itself only has life as it pertains to what Isabella feeds it. My reading, influenced by Mel Y. 

Chen’s Animacies, argues that we should consider the basil an active and willing participant 

in Isabella and Lorenzo’s intimacy—rather than reflecting their desires, the basil is a third 

party which possesses its own desire for both Lorenzo (in how it feeds off his corpse and 

embraces his image) and Isabella (whose tears it drinks). 

The basil might take on the appearance of Lorenzo’s face, but in return Isabella 

begins to resemble a drooping plant—clearly there is something going on in the 

interrelatedness of these three forms. Animacy helps us to make visible the relationality 

between forms when we start to decentre the human. 

What would it mean to take the basil seriously as a participant in the relationship 

between Isabella and Lorenzo, rather than simply an uncanny and absurd symbol of Isabella’s 

grief and dissatisfied longings? How might we consider the material reality of the basil’s 

“green and livid spot”, its sweet smells, as part of what Caroline Levine calls the affordances 

of form? What does the basil enable or restrict throughout the poem? I’m interested in 

exploring these questions as a means of following Chen’s encouragement to rethink and resist 

binaries of difference: life/death, animate/inanimate, human/nonhuman.   



 Extracts from ‘Isabella: or, A Pot of Basil’ 

XLVI. 

 

She gaz’d into the fresh-thrown mould, as though 

 

  One glance did fully all its secrets tell;  

Clearly she saw, as other eyes would know  

  Pale limbs at bottom of a crystal well;  

Upon the murderous spot she seem’d to grow,         365 

  Like to a native lily of the dell:  

Then with her knife, all sudden, she began  

To dig more fervently than misers can.  

   

XLVII. 

 

Soon she turn’d up a soiled glove, whereon 

 

  Her silk had play’d in purple phantasies,         370 

She kiss’d it with a lip more chill than stone,  

  And put it in her bosom, where it dries  

And freezes utterly unto the bone  

  Those dainties made to still an infant’s cries:  

Then ’gan she work again; nor stay’d her care,         375 

But to throw back at times her veiling hair.  

   

XLVIII. 

 

That old nurse stood beside her wondering, 

 

  Until her heart felt pity to the core  

At sight of such a dismal labouring,  

  And so she kneeled, with her locks all hoar,         380 

And put her lean hands to the horrid thing:  

  Three hours they labour’d at this travail sore;  

At last they felt the kernel of the grave,  

And Isabella did not stamp and rave.  



 

 

XLIX. 

 

Ah! wherefore all this wormy circumstance? 

        385 

  Why linger at the yawning tomb so long?  

O for the gentleness of old Romance,  

  The simple plaining of a minstrel’s song!  

Fair reader, at the old tale take a glance,  

  For here, in truth, it doth not well belong         390 

To speak:—O turn thee to the very tale,  

And taste the music of that vision pale.  

   

L. 

 

With duller steel than the Persean sword 

 

  They cut away no formless monster’s head,  

But one, whose gentleness did well accord         395 

  With death, as life. The ancient harps have said,  

Love never dies, but lives, immortal Lord:  

  If Love impersonate was ever dead,  

Pale Isabella kiss’d it, and low moan’d.  

’Twas love; cold,—dead indeed, but not dethroned.         40 
 

LI. 

 

In anxious secrecy they took it home, 

 

  And then the prize was all for Isabel:  

She calm’d its wild hair with a golden comb,  

  And all around each eye’s sepulchral cell  

Pointed each fringed lash; the smeared loam         405 

  With tears, as chilly as a dripping well,  

She drench’d away:—and still she comb’d, and kept  

Sighing all day—and still she kiss’d, and wept.  



   

LII. 

 

Then in a silken scarf,—sweet with the dews 

 

  Of precious flowers pluck’d in Araby,         410 

And divine liquids come with odorous ooze  

  Through the cold serpent pipe refreshfully,—  

She wrapp’d it up; and for its tomb did choose  

  A garden-pot, wherein she laid it by,  

And cover’d it with mould, and o’er it set         415 

Sweet Basil, which her tears kept ever wet.  

   

LIII. 

 

And she forgot the stars, the moon, and sun, 

 

  And she forgot the blue above the trees,  

And she forgot the dells where waters run,  

  And she forgot the chilly autumn breeze;         420 

She had no knowledge when the day was done,  

  And the new morn she saw not: but in peace  

Hung over her sweet Basil evermore,  

And moisten’d it with tears unto the core.  

   

LIV. 

 

And so she ever fed it with thin tears, 

        425 

  Whence thick, and green, and beautiful it grew,  

So that it smelt more balmy than its peers  

  Of Basil-tufts in Florence; for it drew  

Nurture besides, and life, from human fears,  

  From the fast mouldering head there shut from view:         430 

So that the jewel, safely casketed,  

Came forth, and in perfumed leafits spread.  



   

LV. 

 

O Melancholy, linger here awhile! 

 

  O Music, Music, breathe despondingly!  

O Echo, Echo, from some sombre isle,         435 

  Unknown, Lethean, sigh to us—O sigh!  

Spirits in grief, lift up your heads, and smile;  

  Lift up your heads, sweet Spirits, heavily,  

And make a pale light in your cypress glooms,  

Tinting with silver wan your marble tombs.         440 

   

LVI. 

 

Moan hither, all ye syllables of woe, 

 

  From the deep throat of sad Melpomene!  

Through bronzed lyre in tragic order go,  

  And touch the strings into a mystery;  

Sound mournfully upon the winds and low;         445 

  For simple Isabel is soon to be  

Among the dead: She withers, like a palm  

Cut by an Indian for its juicy balm.  

   

LVII. 

 

O leave the palm to wither by itself; 

 

  Let not quick Winter chill its dying hour!—         450 

It may not be—those Baalites of pelf,  

  Her brethren, noted the continual shower  

From her dead eyes; and many a curious elf,  

  Among her kindred, wonder’d that such dower  

Of youth and beauty should be thrown aside         455 

By one mark’d out to be a Noble’s bride.  



   

LVIII. 

 

And, furthermore, her brethren wonder’d much 

 

  Why she sat drooping by the Basil green,  

And why it flourish’d, as by magic touch;  

  Greatly they wonder’d what the thing might mean:         460 

They could not surely give belief, that such  

  A very nothing would have power to wean  

Her from her own fair youth, and pleasures gay,  

And even remembrance of her love’s delay.  

   

LIX. 

 

Therefore they watch’d a time when they might sift 

        465 

  This hidden whim; and long they watch’d in vain;  

For seldom did she go to chapel-shrift,  

  And seldom felt she any hunger-pain;  

And when she left, she hurried back, as swift  

  As bird on wing to breast its eggs again;         470 

And, patient as a hen-bird, sat her there  

Beside her Basil, weeping through her hair.  

   

LX. 

 

Yet they contriv’d to steal the Basil-pot, 

 

  And to examine it in secret place:  

The thing was vile with green and livid spot,         475 

  And yet they knew it was Lorenzo’s face:  

The guerdon of their murder they had got,  

  And so left Florence in a moment’s space,  

Never to turn again.—Away they went,  

With blood upon their heads, to banishment.         480 



   

LXI. 

 

O Melancholy, turn thine eyes away! 

 

  O Music, Music, breathe despondingly!  

O Echo, Echo, on some other day,  

  From isles Lethean, sigh to us—O sigh!  

Spirits of grief, sing not your “Well-a-way!”         485 

  For Isabel, sweet Isabel, will die;  

Will die a death too lone and incomplete,  

Now they have ta’en away her Basil sweet.  

   

LXII. 

 

Piteous she look’d on dead and senseless things, 

 

  Asking for her lost Basil amorously:         490 

And with melodious chuckle in the strings  

  Of her lorn voice, she oftentimes would cry  

After the Pilgrim in his wanderings,  

  To ask him where her Basil was; and why  

’Twas hid from her: “For cruel ’tis,” said she,         495 

“To steal my Basil-pot away from me.”  

   

LXIII. 

 

And so she pined, and so she died forlorn, 

 

  Imploring for her Basil to the last.  

No heart was there in Florence but did mourn  

  In pity of her love, so overcast.         500 

And a sad ditty of this story born  

  From mouth to mouth through all the country pass’d:  

Still is the burthen sung—“O cruelty,  

  “To steal my Basil-pot away from me!”  
 



Bethan Roberts: John Keats, ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ 

‘Immortal Bird’? 

How do we read Romantic ‘nature’ poems in the current age of global heating, biodiversity 

loss and mass extinction? How do we read one of the most famous poems of them all in this 

changed world? John Keats’s ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ was written and published just over two-

hundred years ago (1818), in response to a nightingale nesting in the garden of Wentworth 

Place, Hampstead. Nightingales were abundant in Hampstead and Highgate that spring, 

‘incessant as frogs’, wrote Coleridge, yet nightingales have long-since disappeared from the 

environs where Coleridge and Keats heard and discussed ‘nightingales and poetry’. The 

nightingale last nested on Hampstead Heath in 1899 and its rapid decline in the UK in recent 

years – 93% over the past 50 years – has been widely publicised. If current trends continue, 

the nightingale could go extinct as a British breeding bird by the year 2025. What does it 

mean, then, to read Keats’s ‘Ode’, and to consider the most versified bird in history and 

emblem of the Romantic poet, in this context, with an ear to the bird’s decline? Keats’s poem 

is, after all, deeply elegiac and steeped in loss as, ‘Fled is that music’, ‘Adieu! adieu! thy 

plaintive anthem fades’. Can, and should, we read the poem and its tradition without an 

awareness of the bird’s plight? What new meanings does the poem take on? And, can 

Romantic poems such as Keats’s ‘Ode’, steeped as they are in complex interrelations of 

nature-culture, help the environmental cause? 

 

‘Ode to a Nightingale’ 

My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains  

         My sense, as though of hemlock I had drunk,  

Or emptied some dull opiate to the drains  

         One minute past, and Lethe-wards had sunk:  

'Tis not through envy of thy happy lot,  

         But being too happy in thine happiness,—  

                That thou, light-winged Dryad of the trees  

                        In some melodious plot  

         Of beechen green, and shadows numberless,  

                Singest of summer in full-throated ease.  

 

O, for a draught of vintage! that hath been  

         Cool'd a long age in the deep-delved earth,  



Tasting of Flora and the country green,  

         Dance, and Provençal song, and sunburnt mirth!  

O for a beaker full of the warm South,  

         Full of the true, the blushful Hippocrene,  

                With beaded bubbles winking at the brim,  

                        And purple-stained mouth;  

         That I might drink, and leave the world unseen,  

                And with thee fade away into the forest dim:  

 

Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget  

         What thou among the leaves hast never known,  

The weariness, the fever, and the fret  

         Here, where men sit and hear each other groan;  

Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs,  

         Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies;  

                Where but to think is to be full of sorrow  

                        And leaden-eyed despairs,  

         Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes,  

                Or new Love pine at them beyond to-morrow.  

 

Away! away! for I will fly to thee,  

         Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards,  

But on the viewless wings of Poesy,  

         Though the dull brain perplexes and retards:  

Already with thee! tender is the night,  

         And haply the Queen-Moon is on her throne,  

                Cluster'd around by all her starry Fays;  

                        But here there is no light,  

         Save what from heaven is with the breezes blown  

                Through verdurous glooms and winding mossy ways.  

 

I cannot see what flowers are at my feet,  

         Nor what soft incense hangs upon the boughs,  

But, in embalmed darkness, guess each sweet  



         Wherewith the seasonable month endows  

The grass, the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild;  

         White hawthorn, and the pastoral eglantine;  

                Fast fading violets cover'd up in leaves;  

                        And mid-May's eldest child,  

         The coming musk-rose, full of dewy wine,  

                The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves.  

 

Darkling I listen; and, for many a time  

         I have been half in love with easeful Death,  

Call'd him soft names in many a mused rhyme,  

         To take into the air my quiet breath;  

                Now more than ever seems it rich to die,  

         To cease upon the midnight with no pain,  

                While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad  

                        In such an ecstasy!  

         Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain—  

                   To thy high requiem become a sod.  

 

Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird!  

         No hungry generations tread thee down;  

The voice I hear this passing night was heard  

         In ancient days by emperor and clown:  

Perhaps the self-same song that found a path  

         Through the sad heart of Ruth, when, sick for home,  

                She stood in tears amid the alien corn;  

                        The same that oft-times hath  

         Charm'd magic casements, opening on the foam  

                Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn.  

 

Forlorn! the very word is like a bell  

         To toll me back from thee to my sole self!  

Adieu! the fancy cannot cheat so well  

         As she is fam'd to do, deceiving elf.  



Adieu! adieu! thy plaintive anthem fades  

         Past the near meadows, over the still stream,  

                Up the hill-side; and now 'tis buried deep  

                        In the next valley-glades:  

         Was it a vision, or a waking dream?  

                Fled is that music:—Do I wake or sleep? 

 

James Lesslie: Sarah Murray, Extracts from A Companion and Useful Guide to the 

Beauties in the Western Highlands of Scotland, and in the Hebrides (1803) 

Sarah Murray’s self-consciously risible ‘picture of the outset’ of her journey to Staffa adds an 

irreverent counterpoint to her representation of the island’s ‘sublime’ natural scenery. Murray 

describes Staffa in exuberant prose which commingles the ’solemn, pious, enthusiastic’ 

veneration of nature with discordant bagpipes, a sea monster, and her imagined death by 

homicidal stag. In Stepping Westward: Writing the Highland Tour c. 1720-1830 (2020) Nigel 

Leask observes that Murray’s natural descriptions often reveal ‘an undiscriminating parade of 

terms that would have made Gilpin (let alone Coleridge) blush’. Leask’s suggestive 

assessment recalls Coleridge’s own mirth – recounted in Dorothy Wordsworth’s 

Recollections – at the expense of an overenthusiastic gentleman who committed aesthetic 

faux-pas by naming the ‘majestic’ Falls of Clyde concurrently ‘sublime and beautiful’. I 

would like to propose a more generous reading of the ways Murray’s nature writing tests the 

boundaries of Romantic-era aesthetics. Her inclusion of Ossianic and gothic tropes alongside 

allusions to Enlightenment luminaries Pennant and Banks troubles the cultural hierarchies 

advocated by her more discriminating contemporaries, whose marginalisation of these unruly 

literary forms, as Michael Gamer has observed, shaped the construction of canonical 

Romanticism during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Murray’s ill-disciplined 

representations of Highland landscapes transgress gender and genre boundaries, presenting 

these peripheral locations as spaces where prescriptive models of cultural authority might be 

challenged. Her guides thereby connect aesthetic debates to issues of national identity, 

acknowledging (whilst also appropriating) the Highlands’ cultural history as the region was 

transformed by assimilation into the burgeoning British empire.       

 

  



A Companion and Useful Guide to the Beauties in the Western Highlands of Scotland, and 

in the Hebrides 

Extract I 

pp. 147-148: ‘The picture of the outset. 

A very good house facing the Sound of Mull; near it a ruin of what was once a castle, by 

which runs a river romantically enough. Mrs. Murray appears, accompanied by gentlemen 

and ladies, dressed in a red leather cap trimmed with brown fur, and a habit of Tartan such as 

is worn by the 42nd regiment of Highlanders. She mounts a white horse, with a Fingalian 

stick in her hand, cut out of the woods at Morven. Her horse led by an honest Highlander. 

Then comes a sheltie with creels (paniers) on his back, containing the baggage, on which sat 

a Highland lad.  

 Thus moved Mrs. Murray’s first cavalry expedition in the island of Mull, and 

laughable enough it was.’  

 

Extract II: Fingal’s Cave on Staffa 

p. 160: ‘When I faced the mouth of the cave, what I could see of the inside, and what I gazed 

at on the outside, made my blood thrill through every view; but when I got within it I forgot 

the world and every thing it contains. The omnipotence of the Deity filled my soul. I was lost 

in wonder, gratitude, and praise. My nerves were so wound up, that the smallest sound 

distracted me. Never shall I forget the sublime heaven-like sensations with which Fingal’s 

cave inspired me.  

 From the grand works of nature my mind has often been raised in adoration to the 

Author of them, and they have been to me the best of sermons; but Staffa produced the 

highest pitch of solemn, pious, enthusiastic sensation I ever felt or ever can feel, in this my 

house of clay.’ 

 

Extract III: Entering Fingal’s Cave 

pp. 165-167: ‘The boat was not large, and the aperture it had at ebb tide to enter, is a trifle 

larger, so that we were obliged to worm in by little and little with a pole continually pushing 

the boat from off one side to the other, until we got fairly into the cave, where the sea at all 

times widens considerably, particularly at high water. Whilst the boat was working through 

its narrow passage, I felt as if a huge monster had got the boat on his back, and was gently 

raising it, and again as gently letting it sink to its first level. As there was no surf, I could not 



conceive what occasioned that motion; but my alarm was soon quieted, by being told it was 

nothing but the swell of the sea. 

When I got about half way in the cave, the boatmen advised me to step up the stumps 

of pillars, to the pavement of stumps on the east side of the cave, lest if they went further at 

low water in the boat, they might not easily get it back again. I did so, and when I found I had 

footing on solid stone, I was at my ease to admire, I may say, almost adore. I was told the 

sound of music in the cave would be enchanting. One of the boatmen was a player on the 

bagpipe, and had brought his pipes with him, and when I was walking on the pavement, 

struck up a tune. I could not bear the sound; nothing earthly at that moment could occupy my 

mind, my soul being absorbed in the wonderful works of omnipotence. 

I do however suppose the sounds of soft good music in the cave must be charming, 

particularly vocal music. 

Fortunately it remained a dead calm while I was in Fingal’s cave, and being also low 

water, I had an opportunity of seeing more of the disjointed prisms on its sides, and the base 

on which the pillars rest at the head of it, than most of those who have been only once at 

Staffa.’ 

 

Extract IV 

pp. 172-173:  ‘As soon as I gained the top of the island, I made my way to the station 

occupied by the deer when I last saw them, but being more fearful of turning giddy than they 

were, I laid myself flat on my breast, and thus crept forward till I got my head over the edge 

of the roof rising from the arch of the cave. The rocks at the mouth of the cave, which when I 

was at the were huge masses, seemed to be from this eminence like dots on the surface of the 

ocean. 

In 1801 one of the deer grew so wild that he was very near killing a man, he on that 

account was shot; the other two were in the habit of following all boats leaving the island, but 

having, it is supposed, extended their convoy to too great a distance they perished on their 

return. Had the wild stag taken a fancy to have lifted me on his horns when lying flat on the 

ground, with my head over Fingal’s cave, and tipped me over, what an uncommon death I 

should have had!’ 

 

Extract V 

p.182: ‘Fingal’s cave and Staffa’s bending pillars might have been doomed to waste their 

beauties in the desert ocean, had they not been brought to light by the account of Staffa 



published in Mr. Pennant’s Tour, which was sent him by Mr. now Sir Joseph, Banks. Mr. 

Pennant, like Dr. Johnson, did not go near Staffa, he only saw it at a distance, (as I was told,) 

and his draftsman took a view of its general appearance on the east side, where there is the 

least to be seen.  

 The views in Mr. Pennant’s Tour (I have been informed) of the Clam-shell and 

Fingal’s cave, are engraven from drawings sent to him by Sir Joseph Banks, with the 

discoveries he had made at Staffa.  

 The view of the Clam-shell cave gives a faint idea of the bending pillars around it. 

But as for Fingal’s cave, it is impossible to delineate precisely either its form or solemnity, or 

give any idea of its beautiful grandeur.’  

 

Extract VI 

p.185: ‘It is certain no human being of either high or low rank, can pass Staffa without 

astonishment. As a proof of this, a Highland laird was one year going with his family from 

his own island to the south, and was sailing close by Staffa. The laird and his lady were 

observing what a wonderful production that island was, when a menial servant maid, who had 

been for some time deadly sea sick, suddenly raised her head and exclaimed, “Eh! dear! and 

wha made it?” 

 

Tom Marshall: Humphry Davy, Extracts from Consolations in Travel: Or the Last Days 

of a Philosopher (London: 1830) pp.45-54  

I propose an extract from Humphry Davy’s Consolations in Travel: Or the Last Days of a 

Philosopher for inclusion in the Table Talk series due to the ways in which it takes a number 

of familiar Romantic tropes and blends these with a naturalistic and scientific register. With 

regards to the rubric of ‘new perspectives on Romantic studies and the natural world’, it is a 

text that invites us to consider the term ‘natural’ beyond the bounds of the terrestrial and 

more as the totality of objects and beings subject to the laws of the cosmos. Within Davy’s 

descriptions of distant alien species we find a number of familiar tropes, from sublime natural 

topographies to lurid successions of colour and scale that are certainly reminiscent of the 

opium-fuelled Orientalist imagination. Here, however, rather than transposing otherness onto 

distant human cultures, Davy’s vision embodies a Kantian reticence about the limits of the 

humanity’s comprehensions per se, and poses a remarkably anti-anthropocentric question as 

to whether man really is the measure of all things. As such, by situating human life within a 

vast cosmic context, spanning infinitely beyond the powers of mortal comprehension, Davy’s 



text invites both a decentring relativism about the dominion of the human subject over the 

natural object and a pious humility about the extent of nature’s capacity for non-human (even 

superhuman) complexity and intelligence.  

 

Extracts from Consolations in Travel: Or the Last Days of a Philosopher 

Context: Written just before Davy’s death, and published posthumously, Consolations 

consists of a number of fictional philosophical dialogues between several characters on a 

walking tour of Italy. In the following section, the narrator is visited by a spiritual being 

referred to as ‘the Genius’, who grants him a cosmic vision of the intergalactic 

proliferation of intelligent life.  

I again heard the low and sweet voice of the Genius, which said, “You are now on the verge 

of your own system: will you go further, or return to the earth?” I replied, “I have left an 

abode which is damp, dreary, dark and cold; I am now in a place where all is life, light and 

enjoyment; show me, at least before I return, the glimpse which you promised me of those 

superior intellectual natures and the modes of their being and their enjoyments.” “There are 

creatures far superior,” said the Genius, “to any idea your imagination can form in that part of 

the system now before you, comprehending Saturn, his moons and rings; I will carry you to 

the verge of the immense atmosphere of this planet. In that space you will see sufficient to 

wonder at, and far more than with your present organization, it would be possible for me to 

make you understand.” I was again in motion and again almost as suddenly at rest. I saw 

below me a surface infinitely diversified, something like that of an immense glacier covered 

with large columnar masses, which appeared as if formed of glass, and from which were 

suspended rounded forms of various sizes, which, if they had not been transparent, I might 

have supposed to be fruit. From what appeared to me to be analogous to masses of bright blue 

ice, streams of the richest tint of rose-colour or purple burst forth and flowed into basins, 

forming lakes or seas of the same colour. Looking through the atmosphere towards the 

heavens I saw brilliant opaque clouds of an azure colour that reflected the light of the sun, 

which had to my eyes an entirely new aspect, and appeared smaller, as if seen through a 

dense blue mist. I saw moving on the surface below me immense masses, the forms of which 

I find it impossible to describe; they had systems for locomotion similar to those of the morse 

or sea-horse, but I saw with great surprise that they moved from place to place by six 

extremely thin membranes, which they used as wings. Their colours were varied and 

beautiful, but principally azure and rose-colour; I saw numerous convolutions of tubes, more 

analogous to the trunk of the elephant than to any thing else I can imagine, occupying what I 



supposed to be the upper parts of the body, and my feeling of astonishment almost became 

one of disgust, from the peculiar character of the organs of these singular beings; and it was 

with a species of terror that I saw one of them mounting upwards apparently flying towards 

those opaque clouds which I have before mentioned. “I know what your feelings are,” said 

the Genius: “you want analogies and all the elements of knowledge to comprehend the scene 

before you. You are in the same state in which a fly would be whose microscopic eye was 

changed for one similar to that of man; and you are wholly unable to associate what you now 

see with your former knowledge. But, those beings who are before you, and who appear to 

you almost as imperfect in their functions as the zoophytes of the polar sea, to which they are 

not unlike in their apparent organization to your eyes, have a sphere of sensibility and 

intellectual enjoyment far superior to that of the inhabitants of your earth; each of those tubes 

which appears like the trunk of an elephant, is an organ of peculiar motion or sensation. They 

have many modes of perception of which you are wholly ignorant, at the same time that their 

sphere of vision is infinitely more extended than yours, and their organs of touch far more 

perfect and exquisite. It would be useless for me to attempt to explain their organization, 

which you could never understand; but of their intellectual objects of pursuit I may perhaps 

give you some notion. They have used, modified and applied the material world in a manner 

analogous to man; but with far superior powers they have gained superior results. Their 

atmosphere being much denser than yours and the specific gravity of their planet less, they 

have been enabled to determine the laws belonging to the solar system with far more 

accuracy than you can possibly conceive, and any one of those beings could show you what 

is now the situation and appearance of your moon with a precision that would induce you to 

believe that he saw it, though his knowledge is merely the result of calculation. Their sources 

of pleasure are of the highest intellectual nature; with the magnificent spectacle of their own 

rings and moons revolving round them,—with the various combinations required to 

understand and predict the relations of these wonderful phenomena their minds are in 

unceasing activity and this activity is a perpetual source of enjoyment [...]  

 

The universe is every where full of life, but the modes of this life are infinitely diversified, 

and yet every form of it must be enjoyed and known by every spiritual nature before the 

consummation of all things. You have seen the comet moving with its immense train of light 

through the sky; this likewise has a system supplied with living beings and their existence 

derives its enjoyment from the diversity of circumstances to which they are exposed; passing 

as it were through the infinity of space they are continually gratified by the sight of new 



systems and worlds, and you can imagine the unbounded nature of the circle of their 

knowledge. My power extends so far as to afford you a glimpse of the nature of a cometary 

world.”  


