THE ROMANTICS IN LITERATURE
      Romanticism, weaving passion with idealization of the Classical period, emerged as an artistic and intellectual movement in the late 18th century, and continued into the mid-19th century.  Corresponding with the Enlightenment, which focused on nature and Reason, Romanticism in literature, art, and architecture upheld ancient Greece and Rome as the epitome of taste.  

      Along with the rest of western civilization the Romantics, including Percy Bysshe Shelly, John Keats, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, William Wordsworth, and especially Lord Byron (George Gordon) rediscovered ancient Greece and Rome.  The rediscovery paralleled political developments of the period, including the decline of the Ottoman Empire, the excitement resulting from archaeological expeditions into the region, the closing of Europe as a result of the Napoleonic Wars (forcing tourists to find alternate destinations for their Grand Tours), the efforts in America and France to establish democracies modeled after ancient Greece, the scramble for antiquities by private collectors and museums, and finally, the Greek war of liberation from the Turks which resulted in Greek independence.

      The Romantics utilized Classical themes and references, and liberally sprinkled their poems and other writings with mythological characters and ancient terms and places.  Education’s focus on the classics in history, mythology, and Greek and Latin languages (especially among the upper classes) meant that these references and themes would be immediately grasped by readers.

      Most famous of the Romantics, Lord Byron alternated between international acclaim for his genius, his melancholy, and his glamorous presence, and public scorn for his reckless, dramatic, and often, scandalous life.  Byron was educated at Harrow and Cambridge and burst onto London’s literary scene.  World travels punctuated by ship wrecks, a dangerous bout with the fever, the gallant rescue of the maiden, a brief stay with a Pasha, and rambles through ancient lands enriched his poetry and contributed to his dashing public image.  His association with Greece was already firmly established when he returned on the same vessel which carried the final shipment of the Elgin Marbles.  

     At home in England, Byron was both embraced by adoring fans (especially women) and mocked and denounced by detractors following the scandalous (and never explained) abandonment of the poet by his wife and child, as well as his thinly-veiled attack upon the Prince Regent in the poem, “A Lady Weeps.”  Byron went into self-imposed exile in Europe, producing many of his most famous pieces, including the latter cantos of “Childe Harold,” and “Don Juan”.

      The final phase of Byron’s life was an expedition to Greece at the height of the Greek war of independence.  Accepting an assignment to Missolonghi from the Greek Committee (a London group with pro-Greek sympathies), Byron sailed on Friday the 13th in July, 1923.  The sea voyage was racked by storms, and several vessels in the group were wrecked in the narrow channel.  The Missolonghi venture was a disaster plagued by quarrels, mutiny, murder, and incessant rain.  Byron,  again gripped with fever, kept things going until April 19, 1824 when, in the midst of the huge thunderstorm, he died.  Greece requested, but was denied possession of the body.  Byron’s return to England unleashed  powerful emotion among admirers, especially among the young.  A distraught Tennyson (age 15) carved into a rock, “Byron is dead!”  Jane Welsh, a friend of Thomas Carlyle, wrote to him  from Greece after learning the news, beginning again with the words “Byron is dead!” and then pouring forth her grief, horrified that she had been told in a room full of people, and comparing his death to the disappearance of the sum and the moon.

