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This is one of those confident books which make generalisations about “The Romantic Period” while 

ignoring Byron completely. Actually it goes further. It also ignores Scott, Moore, Keats, Shelley, and 

Jane Austen – so that it offers to comment on the period while cutting out of the picture not only the 

three most successful writers of the period itself, but two writers from it who have achieved great 

success in later years. Anxious to show the breadth of his reading, Mee mentions Peter de Bolla, 

Richard Brantley, Clement Hawes, Timothy Clark, Gregory Dart, Chris Jones, and even Brean 

Hammond – but Byron, Scott, Moore, Keats, Shelley and Austen, never. Instead he concentrates on 

Wordsworth and Coleridge (who had few readers), on Anna Laetitia Barbauld (who had still fewer 

readers), and on Blake (who had hardly any readers). The idea that such minority writers could hardly 

represent the thought of the period doesn’t bother him; neither does the possibility that in choosing 

three from the conventional Pléiade plus a token woman he’s being a bit obvious. 

 Jokes and irony can play no part in Jon Mee’s depiction of “The Romantic Period”: neither can 

broad-minded tolerance. All is either enthusiasm, or regulation – for “The Romantic Period” is a 

serious matter, and historicists dislike jokes, being vulnerable to jokes themselves.  

 
Whatever the model accounting for its progress within the individual, the fear of contagion 

remained central to the discourse of enthusiasm. Michael Heyd has shown that several writers 

in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries subscribed to the idea that the effluvia 

produced by the animal spirits were capable of literally infecting others. An essay on the 

subject printed in the Gentleman's Magazine in 1735 was titled ‘Enthusiasm as Catching as the 

Plague’. Enthusiasm was regarded as violent and disruptive, it was the product of vulnerable 

minds, readily transmitted by the irrational mob, its ecstasies were to be contrasted with a 

reasonableness which was increasingly used to define a politeness appropriate to the 

development of what after Habermas we have come to call the ‘bourgeois public sphere’. 

Insofar as this ideal of a modern public was advocated in the eighteenth century, it depended 

on the ideal of a communion of autonomous readers, a position between selfabsorption and 

dissemination, and assumed a regulated conversation between stable subjects given neither to 

sudden transports or irrational swarming together nor to a gloomy isolationist retreat into the 

self. 

 Any form of religious zeal that threatened the orderliness of society was likely to be 

identified with enthusiasm throughout the period covered by this book.1 

 

 Mee himself writes in “what after Habermas we have come to call” the bourgeois public sphere 

(though I can’t imagine many bona fide bourgeois reading his book); he writes pre-Ghislaine 

                                                 
1: Mee, p.30. 
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McDayter, but would, I’m sure, warm to her analysis of Byron’s Turkish Tales as generators not just of 

enthusiasm, but of its next frightening stage – fanaticism, built on sexual repression and hysteria. Jane 

Austen might warm to McDayter, too (though Mee would puzzle her). She has a dry attitude towards 

literary enthusiasm: 

 
 Captain Benwick and Louisa Musgrove! The high-spirited, joyous-talking Louisa 

Musgrove, and the dejected, thinking, feeling, reading, Captain Benwick, seemed each of them 

everything that would not suit the other. Their minds most dissimilar! Where could have been the 

attraction? The answer soon presented itself. It had been in situation. They had been thrown 

together several weeks; they had been living in the same small family party: since Henrietta's 

coming away, they must have been depending almost entirely on each other, and Louisa, just 

recovering from illness, had been in an interesting state, and Captain Benwick was not 

inconsolable. That was a point which Anne had not been able to avoid suspecting before; and 

instead of drawing the same conclusion as Mary, from the present course of events, they served 

only to confirm the idea of his having felt some dawning of tenderness toward herself. She did 

not mean, however, to derive much more from it to gratify her vanity, than Mary might have 

allowed. She was persuaded that any tolerably pleasing young woman who had listened and 

seemed to feel for him would have received the same compliment. He had an affectionate heart. 

He must love somebody. 

 She saw no reason against their being happy. Louisa had fine naval fervour to begin with, 

and they would soon grow more alike. He would gain cheerfulness, and she would learn to be an 

enthusiast for Scott and Lord Byron; nay, that was probably learnt already; of course they had 

fallen in love over poetry. The idea of Louisa Musgrove turned into a person of literary taste, and 

sentimental reflection was amusing, but she had no doubt of its being so. The day at Lyme, the 

fall from the Cobb, might influence her health, her nerves, her courage, her character to the end 

of her life, as thoroughly as it appeared to have influenced her fate.2 

 
 This from Anne Elliott, who is not the jolliest Jane Austen heroine. The concussion Louisa 

Musgrove sustained as a result of her fall from the Cobb might have made her into a Byron fan! She 

might have written to him: 

 
I have now fulfilled the principal object of my letter which was may I venture to say it, to entreat 

you not to leave your Native Country & waste your precious days, in Solitude & perhaps 

despondency. & tho, I may be thought enthusiastic & Visionary, still I feel gratified, that I 

have done my part, all I could do, & tho, I have not the vain presumption to think, that what I can 

say, has any weight with you, my Lord …3 

 

 But Jon Mee has no time for such stuff. For him, as I said, enthusiasm is a solemn business. 

 It was a solemn business for Keats, too: 

 
 Fanatics have their dreams, wherewith they weave 

 A paradise for a sect; the savage too 

 From forth the loftiest fashion of his sleep 

 Guesses at Heaven; pity these have not 

 Trac’d upon vellum or wild Indian leaf 

 The shadows of melodious utterance. 

 But bare of laurel they live, dream, and die; 

 For Poesy alone can tell her dreams, 

 With the fine spell of words alone can save 

 Imagination from the sable charm 

 And dumb enchantment.4 

 
 … which seems a rebuke to wild, inarticulate enthusiasts: but Mee has no space for anything by 

Keats. 

 For Sir Walter Scott, enthusiasm, even in a cause on which in the abstract he frowned, could be an 

admirable, if tragic, thing. In these extracts, the enthusiasts are the late seventeenth-century 

Covenanters: 

 

                                                 
2: Austen, Persuasion, Chapter 18. 

3: “Anna” to Byron, September 3rd 1812: text from NLS Acc.12604 folder 105. 

4: Keats, The Fall of Hyperion, opening lines. 
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But as he uttered these words, the ridge was once more crowded with the ranks of the enemy. A 

general discharge of their fire-arms was directed against the defenders upon the battlements. 

Under cover of the smoke, a column of picked men rushed down the road with determined 

courage, and, sustaining with firmness a heavy fire from the garrison, they forced their way, in 

spite of opposition, to the first barricade by which the avenue was defended. They were led on by 

Balfour in person, who displayed courage equal to his enthusiasm; and, in spite of every 

opposition, forced the barricade, killing and wounding several of the defenders, and compelling 

the rest to retreat to their second position.5 

 

The Cameronians, so lately about to be the willing agents of a bloody execution, were now 

themselves to undergo it. They seemed prepared alike for either extremity, nor did any of them 

show the least sign of fear, when ordered to leave the room for the purpose of meeting instant 

death. Their severe enthusiasm sustained them in that dreadful moment, and they departed 

with a firm look and in silence, excepting that one of them, as he left the apartment, looked 

Claverhouse full in the face, and pronounced, with a stern and steady voice,—“Mischief shall 

haunt the violent man!” to which Grahame only answered by a smile of contempt.6 

 
 Such empathy and breadth of outlook would upset Mee’s applecart as much as jokes would. His 

world is black-and-white, with no room for the shades of comedy or tragedy. Only enthusiasts must 

praise enthusiasm; and you either praised it, or denounced it: you didn’t joke about it, like Austen, or 

portray it as brave and tragic, like Scott. Such real-life perspectives would annoy him. He writes, 

 
Poetry was coming to have an increasing investment in the unworldly possibilities of transport, 

but in the process making itself ever more vulnerable to the accusation that it was encouraging an 

enthusiasm it could not contain.7 

 

 Byron’s best poetry doesn’t encourage enthusiasm, but satirises both it and the conventional 

reaction to it (“rash Enthusiasm in good Society / Were nothing but a moral Inebriety”).
8
 Finding 

facetiousness the only reaction possible, he links Robert Southey, for instance (who regarded 

enthusiasts with horror), to the ultimate enthusiast, Joanna Southcott. Here, from The Vision of 

Judgement, is the entry of Michael the Archangel: 

 
28. 

 And from the Gate thrown open issued beaming 

  A beautiful & mighty thing of light – 

 Radiant with glory – like a banner streaming 

  Victorious from some World-o’erthrowing fight – 

 My poor Comparisons must needs be teeming 

  With earthly likenesses, for here the Night 

 Of Clay obscures our best conceptions, saving 

 Johanna Southcote or Bob Southey raving. – 

 
 For those unfamiliar with her: Joanna Southcott (1750-1814), was a preacher from Devon, who had 

thousands of followers from 1792 onwards. In 1813 she announced that in the following year she 

would give birth to Shiloh, the new Prince of Peace: soon she showed all the symptoms of incipient 

motherhood, and received countless presents appropriate to such a confinement (little woolly socks, 

mits, cradles and so on). But, recognising her true condition, she sent them back, dying of dropsy four 

days later. Self-questioning (unlike Southey), she often (like Southey), expressed herself in visionary 

verse, though in a style less polished even than his. 

 Byron referred to Southcott as “Mrs Trinity”
9
 and said, during her supposed pregnancy, “I long to 

know what she will produce – her being with child at 65 is indeed a miracle – but her getting anyone to 

beget it – a greater”.
10

 He used to refer to the highly enthusiastic Shelley as “Shiloh”. 

 At Don Juan, III 95, he equates Wordsworth, too, with Southcott: “... the new births of both their 

stale virginities / Have proved but dropsies, taken for divinities”. In the unpublished prose Preface to 

Don Juan he elaborates this idea: 

                                                 
5: Scott, Old Mortality, II IV. 

6: Ibid, II 13. 

7: Mee, p.53. 

8: Byron, Don Juan XIII, 35, 7-8. 

9: BLJ IV 171. 

10: BLJ IV 164. 
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The poem – or production – to which I allude is that which begins with “There is a thorn – it is 

so old”; and then the Poet informs all who are willing to be informed that its age was such as 

to leave great difficulty in the conception of its ever having been young at all – which is as 

much as to say either that it was Coeval with the Creator of all things, or that it had been born 

Old, and was thus appropriately by antithesis devoted to the Commemoration of a child that 

died young. – – The pond near it is described according to mensuration: 

 

  “I measured it from side to side 

  “Tis three feet long, & two feet wide.11 –  

 

Let me be excused from being particular in the detail of such things, as this is the Sort of 

writing which has superseded and degraded Pope in the eyes of the discerning British Public, 

and this man is the kind of Poet who, in the same manner that Joanna Southcote found many 

thousand people to take her Dropsy for God Almighty re=impregnated, has found some 

hundreds of persons to misbelieve in his insanities, and hold him out as a kind of poetical 

Emanuel Swedenborg – or Richard Brothers – or Parson Tozer – half Enthusiast and half 

Impostor. – This rustic Gongora and vulgar Marini12 of his Country’s taste has long 

abandoned a mind capable of better things to the production of such trash as may support the 

reveries which he would reduce into a System of prosaic raving that is to supersede all that has 

hitherto by the best and wisest of our fathers has been deemed poetry; – and for his success – 

and what mountebank will not find proselytes (from Count Cagliostro to Madame Krudner)?13 

– he may partly thank his absurdity – and partly his having lent his more downright and 

unmeasured prose to the aid of a political party which acknowledges its real weaknesses – 

though fenced with the whole armour of artificial Power, and defended by all the ingenuity of 

purchased Talent, in liberally rewarding with praise and pay even the meanest of its advocates. 

– –14

 

 
 Emmanuel Swedenborg was the Swedish mystic; Richard Brothers, a self-proclaimed English 

Prince of the Hebrews, was in an asylum from 1795 to 1806; and Parson Tozer was a follower of 

Southcott. All three are connected by Byron with Wordsworth: embodiments not so much of suspect 

enthusiasm as of appalling taste, and in Wordsworth’s case of political parasitism.  

 Such parallels would be out of place in Jon Mee’s book, where, for example,  

 
 The Prelude is an extended attempt to demonstrate that a continuity of subjectivity could 

survive and benefits from the transports of enthusiasm and remain grounded in the world without 

dissolving into it.15 

 
 For his part, Southey thought Southcott should be sent to Botany Bay,

16
 or Bedlam.

17
 He said, 

“You will hardly believe that such blasphemies should be tolerated, or such credulity be found in 

England at this time”.
18

 

 But Byron would have thought that Southey had missed the point: in Byron’s mind, he and 

Southcott were united in their different mad enthusiasms; and by more than just the first syllables of 

their names. Southcott was enthusiastic to emulate the BVM, Southey to write: but neither had the 

talent their enthusiasms demanded: 
99. 

 He had written Wesley’s life – here turning round 

  To Sathan, “Sir, I’m ready to write yours 

 “In two Octavo volumes nicely bound – 

  “With notes and preface – all that most allures 

                                                 
11: The Thorn, end of verse 3. Cut from later editions; also quoted by Coleridge. 

12: Gongora and Marini were respectively Spanish and Italian poets of the Baroque, famous for the poor taste of 

their imagery. 

13: Count Cagliostro was an eighteenth-century Italian charlatan who made much money from an elixir of eternal 

youth; Madame Krüdener was a mystic preacher who inspired Tsar Alexander I to found the Holy Alliance. 

14: Text from NLS. 

15: Mee, p.216. 

16: Curry, New Letters, I 428. 

17: Ibid., I 468. 

18: Ibid., I 428. 
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 “The pious purchaser – and there’s no ground 

  “For fear – for I can choose my own reviewers – 

 “So let me have the proper documents, 

 “That I may add you to my other Saints.” 

 

100. 

 Sathan bowed, & was silent. “Well, if you 

  “With amiable Modesty decline 

 “My offer what says Michael? There are few 

  “Whose Memoirs could be rendered more divine; 

 “Mine is a pen of all work – not so new 

  “As it was once – but I would make you shine 

 “Like your own trumpet – by the way, my own 

 “Has more of brass in’t, and is as well blown. 

 

101. 

 “But talking about trumpets – here’s my ‘Vision’! 

  “Now you shall judge – all people – yes – you shall 

 “Judge with my Judgement! – & by my decision 

  “Be guided who shall enter heaven or fall! 

 “I settle all these things by intuition – 

  “Times present, past, to come, Heaven, Hell, and All, 

 “Like King Alfonso! When I thus see double 

 “I save the Deity some Worlds of trouble.” 

 
 Byron had a low opinion of enthusiasm: he believed in civilised conversation (or, as Jon Mee 

would phrase it, “Enlightenment notions of a reasoned exchange between autonomous, self-regulated 

subjects”).
19

 Byron, echoing John Braham, rechristened enthusiasm “Entusymusy”.
20

 For Byron, 

Southey, in offering (cross-eyed), to see the world from God’s perspective, was doing exactly what 

Southcott had done – trying to impose his own insane “enthusiasm” on his readers. The difference was 

that whereas Southcott really did think she had a message – and a Messiah – Southey saw his Vision, 

with inane middle-class optimism, as a commodity to be marketed like any other commodity – like a 

Life of Sathan, for example, or of Michael the Archangel – whatever would sell best. This combination 

of self-delusion and commercial overreaching was for Byron the ultimate revelation of Southey’s 

idiocy. Just as Southcott “… seemed to travesty the maternal affections when she claimed to be 

pregnant by the Holy Spirit”,
21

 so Southey travestied the role of Poet Laureate, first by trying to act as 

God’s spokesman (as if that was what a Poet Laureate did), and then by trying to commercialise the 

result. In her deranged enthusiasm, Southcott travestied motherhood and the Virgin Mary: in his 

hypocritical enthusiasm, Southey travestied Dante, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, St John of the 

Apocalypse, and other more respectable visionaries. 

 In his Preface to The Vision, Byron makes a passing reference to Swift’s The Tale of a Tub: 

 
The whole action passes on the outside of Heaven; and Chaucer’s Wife of Bath, Pulci’s Morgante 

Maggiore, Swift’s Tale of a Tub, and the other works above referred to, are cases in point of the 

freedom with which saints, &c. may be permitted to converse in works intended not to be serious. 

 
 This may be Byronic subterfuge. Swift has another passage in The Tale of a Tub (referred to at 

Mee, pp.35 and 269) which is of greater relevance to The Vision than “the freedom with which saints, 

&
c
. may be permitted to converse”, and it’s one to which Byron may be too polite to draw our 

attention: 

 
It is from this custom of the priests that some authors maintain these Æolists to have been very 

ancient in the world, because the delivery of their mysteries, which I have just now mentioned, 

appears exactly the same with that of other ancient oracles, whose inspirations were owing to 

certain subterraneous effluviums of wind delivered with the same pain to the priest, and much 

about the same influence on the people. It is true indeed that these were frequently managed and 

directed by female officers, whose organs were understood to be better disposed for the 

admission of those oracular gusts, as entering and passing up through a receptacle of greater 

capacity, and causing also a pruriency by the way, such as with due management has been 

                                                 
19: Mee, p.81. 

20: BLJ III 209, IV 263. 

21: Mee, p.50. 
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refined from carnal into a spiritual ecstasy. And to strengthen this profound conjecture, it is 

further insisted that this custom of female priests is kept up still in certain refined colleges of our 

modern Æolists [Swift’s note: The Quakers allowed women to preach.], who are agreed to 

receive their inspiration, derived through the receptacle aforesaid, like their ancestors the Sybils. 

 
 Out of which organ or orifice do Southey’s “oracular gusts” or “subterraneous effluviums of 

wind” come? Or which of Wordsworth’s? or Coleridge’s? or Barbauld’s? According to Blake, it’s God 

himself who gives forth gusts and effluviums: 

 
       … old Nobodaddy aloft 

  Farted & belch’d & cough’d, 

  And said, “I love hanging & drawing & quartering 

  “Every bit as well as war & slaughtering. 

  “Damn praying & singing, 

  “Unless they will bring in 

  “The blood of ten thousand by fighting or swinging.” 22 

 
 … which is a very good dramatization of the God of Castlereagh and Liverpool, detesters of 

enthusiasm though they might both be. 

 Of Blake, Jon Mee writes (p.283), “To declare one’s complete absorption into the divine was to 

open up the fear of transport which left one unhooked from a determinate self. Poetic celebrations of 

enthusiasm most often sought to be invigorated not distracted by enthusiasm. Blake’s poetics of 

distraction puts the self into hazard in a way that I think would have alarmed most practitioners of this 

[sic] poetics”. 

 Wordsworth (Southey’s friend)
23

 would have agreed with the idea that one should “be invigorated 

not distracted by enthusiasm”, as well as with Blake’s idea that God favoured bloodshed – though not 

with Blake’s implicit evaluation of the Deity, for whom Wordsworth had a pious respect. In a verse 

addressed to God, which at Don Juan VIII st.9 Byron holds up for our inspection, he writes: 

 
 But thy most dreaded instrument, 

 In working out a pure intent, 

 Is Man – arrayed for mutual slaughter, – 

 Yea, Carnage is thy daughter!” 24 

 
 Mee tells us that Wordsworth, “The product of habitual self-regulation in solitude in his childhood 

… represents himself as able to sift the beneficent from dangerous enthusiasm” (p.245). This evidently 

did not stop him from writing the above dangerously enthusiastic stanza. 

 Shelley too had been a great enthusiast – for Southey! Until 1820, when he wrote to the Laureate: 

 
 Some friends of mine persist in affirming that you are the author of a criticism which 

appeared some time since in the Quarterly Review on “The Revolt of Islam”.25 

 I know nothing that would give me more sincere pleasure than to be able to affirm from 

your own assurance that you were not guilty of that writing. I confess that I see such strong 

internal evidence against the charge, without reference to what I know of the generous sensibility 

of your character, that had my own conviction only be concerned, I should never have troubled 

you to deny what I firmly believe you would have spurned to do. 

 Our short personal intercourse has always been remembered by me with pleasure, and 

(when I recall the enthusiasm with which I then considered your writings,) with gratitude for 

your notice. We parted, I think, with feelings of mutual kindness.26 

 

 Byron’s attitude to Shelley and his enthusiasms was of necessity ambivalent: it depended on 

whom he was addressing. To Hoppner he writes, in 1820: 

 
I regret that you have such a bad opinion of Shiloh – you used to have a good one. – Surely he 

has talent – honour – but is crazy against religion and morality. – His tragedy [The Cenci] is sad 

                                                 
22: Fragment: Keynes 1946, 102. 

23: Although “Wordsworth’s prophetic ardour is regulated in solitude far from the urban centres that Southey and 

others believed to be the forcing houses of the most dangerous strains of enthusiasm” (Mee, p.247). 

24: Ode: The Morning of the Day Appointed for a General Thanksgiving. January 18, 1816 (1816 edn, page 17). 

25: Quarterly Review, April 1819. The review was by John Taylor Coleridge. 

26: Shelley to Southey, June 26th 1820: Ms. not found; text from Dowden, pp.358-9; Jones II 203-4. 
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work – but the subject renders it so. – His Islam had much poetry. – You seem lately to have got 

some notion against him.27 

 
Shelley is thus an enthusiastic atheist – admirable matter for Jon Mee, except that, as I say, he never 

mentions him. “His Islam had much poetry” implies it to be a pity that one can’t devote similar praise 

to the poem’s plot, characterisation, or allegory. The need to keep on the good side of all one’s friends 

was as hard then as it is now, particularly when one of them had written something as strange as The 

Revolt of Islam. On November 24th 1818 Byron had written to Murray, and had been much more 

dismissive: 

 
I have read his [Southey’s supposed] review of Hunt, where he has attacked Shelley in an 

oblique and shabby manner. Does he know what that review has done? I will tell you. It has 

sold an edition of the Revolt of Islam, which, otherwise, nobody would have thought of 

reading, and few who read can understand – I for one.28 

 
 If Southey’s influence on Byron lies in the way Byron reads him, and then determines to treat 

similar material differently, his influence on Shelley lies in the way Shelley reads him, and determines 

to treat the same material in the same way, but more beautifully. Alastor and The Revolt of Islam are 

wet-dream Southeyan compositions, done with more skilful and mellifluous versification. Byron took 

silent note of this, and not only made the connection between Southey and Shelley, but dragged in 

Wordsworth as the third of three crazed enthusiasts – except that he isn’t explicit about what he’s 

doing. Shelley was after all his friend (though everyone commented on Shelley’s close physical 

resemblance to Southey). The relevant passage is from Don Juan III: 

 
97. 

 I know that what our Neighbours call “Longueurs,” 

  (We’ve not so good a word, but have the thing 

 In that complete perfection which ensures 

  An Epic from Bob Southey every Spring) 

 Form not the true temptation which allures 

  The Reader; but ’twould not be hard to bring 

 Some fine examples of the Epopée, 

 To prove its grand ingredient is Ennui. – 

 

98. 

 We learn from Horace, Homer sometimes sleeps; 

  We feel without him, Wordsworth sometimes wakes, 

 To show with what complacency he creeps, 

  With his dear “Waggoners,” around his lakes; 

 He wishes for “a boat” to sail the deeps – 

  Of Ocean? No, of Air, and then he makes 

 Another outcry for “a little boat,” 

 And drivels Seas to set it well afloat. –   880 

 

 The seemingly innocuous phrase “a little boat” is firstly from Wordsworth’s Peter Bell:
29

 

 
 But through the clouds I’ll never float 

 Until I have a little Boat 

 Shaped like the crescent-moon. 

 

 But the phrase is not just from Peter Bell (where it occurs five times): it occurs twice in Shelley’s 

Alastor (a poem to which Byron makes otherwise no reference):
30

 

 
                                       The little boat 
 Still fled before the storm; still fled, like foam 

                                                 
27: BLJ VI 174 (letter of September 10th 1820). 

28: BLJ VI 83. 

29: “When he did finally publish Peter Bell, critics such as Jeffrey were all too ready to see in Wordsworth himself 

an over-extended sensibility that was no better than the vulgarity of the Methodists” (Mee, p.225). 

30: Claire Clairmont refers to Alastor in a letter to Byron, March or April 1816: Stocking I 29-31. 
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 Down the steep cataract of a wintry river; 

 Now pausing on the edge of the riven wave; 

 Now leaving far behind the bursting mass 

 That fell, convulsing ocean; safely fled— 

 As if that frail and wasted human form 

 Had been an elemental god. 

 

   The boat fled on,—the boiling torrent drove,— 

   The crags closed round with black and jagged arms, 

   The shattered mountain overhung the sea, 

   And faster still, beyond all human speed, 

   Suspended on the sweep of the smooth wave, 

   The little boat was driven. A cavern there 

   Yawned, and amid its slant and winding depths 

   Ingulfed the rushing sea. The boat fled on 

   With unrelaxing speed.—“Vision and Love!” 

   The Poet cried aloud, “I have beheld 

   The path of thy departure. Sleep and death 

   Shall not divide us long.”31 

 

 That is not all. The phrase “little boat” is repeated no fewer than nine times in Book XI of 

Southey’s preposterous “Islamic” epic Thalaba the Destroyer, as the protagonist gets nearer to the 

Domdaniel Cavern, where he will exterminate all the spooks: 

 
On that Well, so strange and fair, 

A little boat there lay … 

 

He sate him in the single seat, 

The little boat moved on … 

 

The little boat falls rapidly 

Adown the rapid steam … 

 

A broader and yet broader stream, 

That rock’d the little boat! 

 

The little boat falls rapidly 

Adown the rapid tide … 

 

The moon is bright, the sea is calm, 

The little boat rides rapidly 

Across the ocean waves … 

 

The crescent moon, the little boat, 

Nought else above, below … 

 

Without an oar, without a sail, 

The little boat rides rapidly … 

 

The little boat rides rapidly …32 

 

 Just in case we feel we haven’t had enough, Southey then uses it twice in Book XII, by which time 

we’ve lost all patience with it, with Thalaba, and with Southey, to whom Byron’s phrase “he … drivels 

seas” applies with even more aptness than it does to Shelley or to Wordsworth. 

 This idiot impasse is where Byron’s comment on Shelley’s enthusiasm for Southey leads us. It’s 

where Byron intends it to lead us. 

 He might ridicule Wordsworth, Southey and (by implication) Shelley; but Byron was a great 

admirer of Coleridge. He loved Christabel, with its frequent apostrophes to the Virgin (“Mary mother, 

save me now!”): “ ‘Christabel’ – I won’t have you sneer at Christabel – it is a fine wild poem. –”
33

 But 

Jon Mee, even though he has a chapter on Coleridge, never refers to Christabel, and sneers at The 

Ancient Mariner, impugning its enthusiastic credentials: 

                                                 
31: Shelley, Alastor, ll.344-51 and 358-69. 

32: The Poetical Works of Robert Southey (Longmans, 1850), pp.306-8. 

33: Byron to Murray, September 30th 1816: text from NLS Acc.12604 / 4160B; BLJ II 107-9. 
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The prophet in the wilderness common to both ‘Kubla Khan’ and ‘The Ancient Mariner’, who 

seeks to bring his disorienting message back to the hungry crowd, is never completely identified 

with the secret ministry of the poet.34 

 

 But there is no “hungry crowd” in either poem: the Wedding Guest is singled out, listens 

unwillingly alone, and regards the Mariner initially as a “grey-beard loon”. And the poem is not a 

prophecy; it’s a narrative-within-a-narrative about a prophet – it’s a work of art, and stands by itself, 

strangely indifferent to any Historicist or New Historicist considerations. The “secret ministry of the 

poet” is neither here nor there. 

 

—————— 

 

Jon Mee’s Romanticism, Enthusiasm, and Regulation is an interesting drive through the B-class 

byways of the so-called “Romantic” movement. But it ignores the A-class roads, and the motorways. It 

would benefit from a broader view, and from a few more laughs. However, the idea that enthusiasm 

might be viewed in a comic or tragic way never occurs to Mee: with the result that quoting a few 

alternative perspective pricks his academic bubble and leaves him on the bathroom floor, covered with 

soapsuds. 

 

                                                 
34: Mee, p.161. 


