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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines representations of the creative artist as genius in British literary
magazines during the early nineteenth century. I discuss debates about the nature of
genius, and the role that magazines played in constructing particular individuals as
geniuses, especially through biographical articles. My approach is to emphasise the
complex cultural origins and functions of genius, particularly the way in which it acted as
3 site for the construction of middle-class identity. In the first chapter, I look at debates
about the relationship between genius and social transgression during the first half of the
nineteenth century. Although genius was sometimes put forward as a powerful,
redemptive force, this argument was put under pressure by its possible associations with
improvidence, immorality, and even insanity. In chapter two, I give an overview of
literary biography in the 1820s and 30s, concentrating on magazine biography such as
Thomas Jefferson Hogg’s ‘Percy Bysshe Shelley at Oxford’ and Thomas De Quincey’s
reminiscences of the Lake Poets. I also examine contemporary arguments about the
scope and limitations of literary biography. The third chapter is on Blackwood’s
Edinburgh Magazine and its construction of Wordsworth as both poetic gentus and Tory
gentleman. In the fourth chapter, I examine William Hazlitt’s complex account of the
‘degrading’ relationship between genius and political power in the Romantic period.
Finally, I discuss the historical painter Benjamin Robert Haydon, whose attempt to
represent himself as a disinterested, heroic genius in an increasingly commercialised

cultural field encapsulates many of the tensions that I explore throughout this thesis.
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT

In the early nineteenth century, almost all periodical writing was either anonymous or
pscudonymous, and although I have not highlighted this fact in every reference to such
writing, it is important that it is borne in mind. Many of my attributions are from 7he
Wellesley Index to Victorian Periodicals, 1824-1900, ed. by Walter E. Houghton, § vols
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1966-89). The following sources have also been
useful: for Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine from 1817 to 1824, Alan Lang Strout, 4
Bibliography of Articles in ‘Blackwood’s Magazine’ (Lubbock: The Texas Tech Press,
1959); for Fraser’s Magazine in the 1830s, Miriam J. Thrall, Rebellious Fraser’s (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1934); for the Quarterly Review up to and including
1824, Hill Shine and Helen Shine, The ‘Quarterly Review’ under Gifford (Chapel Hill:

The University of North Carolina Press, 1949).



INTRODUCTION

The aim of this study is to examine representations of the creative artist as genius in
British literary magazines during the early nineteenth century, and to consider the
cultural functions of such representations. I discuss debates about the nature of genius
and the role that magazines played in constructing particular individuals as geniuses
through critical and biographical articles. It has long been recognised that an emphasis on
originality and individuality in artistic creation was an important aspect of Romanticism,
but in recent years accounts of writing on genius in the period from 1750 to 1850 have
moved beyond the history of aesthetics to consider, for example, the relationship
between genius and gender politics, or the development of the idea of genius as a
response to changes in the literary marketplace. However, little attention has been paid
to writing in the periodical press, which often had far more influence on how genius was
understood by the early nineteenth-century reading public than the types of works -
philosophical treatises, or passages in poets’ letters - to which literary critics have usually
turned in their attempts to comprehend the contemporary meaning of the term. My
approach is to emphasise the complex cultural origins and functions of genius,
particularly the way in which it acted as a site for the construction of middle-class
identity. Through the consumption of images of genius, both magazines and their readers
sought to distinguish themselves from their peers, and yet at the same time, genius was
often put forward as the only force that could unify a rapidly fragmenting reading public
- a form of pure subjectivity which transcended the realms of politics and economics. The

strategies by which magazine writers sought to defuse, contain, or explore the tension




between the claims made about genius, and its use in commercial and ideological
conflicts, are an important part of my analysis.

The principal modern usage of the word ‘genius’ - ‘native intellectual power of
an exalted type [...] instinctive and extraordinary capacity for imaginative creation,
original thought, invention, or discovery’ (OED) - emerged at the beginning of the
eighteenth century and had become widespread a hundred years later. Previously, the
term had been used mainly in its Latin sense, meaning an attendant spirit attached to a
person or place, or to refer to a person’s characteristic disposition or inclination. The
new meaning of ‘genius’ arose as the result of developments in European thought which
saw an increasing emphasis on the creative powers of the human mind and, in particular,
made 1ndividual expression and originality the sine qua non of ‘good’ art and literature.!
During the second half of the eighteenth century, a number of treatises on the subject
were published in Britain, including William Duff’s Essay on Original Genius (1767),
Alexander Gerard’s Essay on Genius (1774), William Sharpe’s Dissertation on Genius

(1755), and Edward Young’s Conjectures on Original Composition (1759).” These

works, especially the latter, were highly influential in Germany, and it was there - during
the Sturm und Drang period (1760s and 1770s) - that writing on genius appeared in its
most extreme form.? Authors like Hamann and Lavater exalted the creative genius as an

unstoppable, godlike force: ‘Genius is not learned, not acquired [...] It is our unique

: The two most important sources for the idea of gentus in the context of the history of aesthetics are M. H. Abrams, The Mirror and the

Lamp (London: Oxford University Press, 1953) and James Engell, The Creative Imagination (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1985). See also Jonathan Bate, The Genius of Shakespeare (London: Macmillan, 1997), chapter 6; Christine Battersby, Gender
and Genius (London: The Women’s Press, 1989); Herbert Dieckmann, “Diderot’s Conception of Genius®, Journal of the History of
Ideas, 2 (1941), 151-82; Bernhard Fabian, introduction to Alexander Gerard, An Essay on Genius (London: W, Strahan, 1774; repr.
Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 1966); Genius: The History of an Idea, ed. by Penelope Murray (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989); Giorgio
Tonelli, ‘Genius from the Renaissance to 1770’ and Rudolf Wittkower, ‘Genius: Individualism in Art and Artists’, both in 7%e
Dictionary of the History of Ideas, ed. by Philip P. Wiener (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1973), pp. 293-97 and 297-312.

2 Zeynep Tenger and Paul Trolander have argued that eighteenth-century theories of genius were not primarily aesthetic, but constituted

a discourse which ‘argued that the productive forces of society were, or ought to be, organized according to the distribution of natural or
acquired intellectual powers’. This discourse existed in competition with the emerging discourse of political economy, but the latter’s
success led to the ‘marginalisation’ of the former; in the Romantic period, it became mainly limited to discussions of art and literature. |
would add that although it is rarely helpful to talk about a fully-fledged “discourse of genius’ after about 1780, it sometimes appears in
vestigial form during the Romantic period in discussions about the relationship between genius and society. See ‘Genius versus Capital:
Eighteenth-Century Theories of Genius and Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations®, MLQ, 55 (1994), 169-89 (p. 170).

3 See Roy Pascal, The German Sturm und Drang (Manchester; Manchester University Press, 1953), pp. 233-99.



property, inimitable, divine, it is inspired [...] Gods in human form! Creators!
Destroyers!™*

British attitudes towards genius were usually less hyperbolical, but it became a
key term in Romantic-period aesthetics, literary criticism, and accounts of subjectivity. In
particular, its valorisation of originality and self-expression - and concomitant
downgrading of the virtues of emulation and education - gave writers the courage to
experiment with literary form and content. Genius was one of the concepts fuelling the
literary revolution which we now term Romanticism. As Andrew Elfenbein has pointed
out, it was not always ‘a precisely defined philosophical category’, but was often used
simply as ‘a loose term of praise in poems, reviews, biographies, broadsides, collections,
portraits, novels, and educational tracts’.’ It was particularly important to some of the
literary magazines that came into being after the end of the Napoleonic wars. In these
journals, we find an emphasis on genius in reviews, discussions about the nature of

genius, accounts of the relationship between the genius and society, and the emergence

of the creative artist as a celebrity whose appearance and private life are of as much

interest as his works.

We shall discover in the course of this thesis that there were a number of reasons
why genius became such an important concept to writers in the late Romantic period -
one of them was the influence of German Idealism, which began to filter into Britain

through the work of a number of authors, most notably Samuel Taylor Coleridge.® His

famous distinction between the primary and secondary imagination in the Biographia

Literaria (1817) was inspired mainly by the writings of Schelling and Tetens.” For

4 From Lavater’s Physiognomical Fragments, quoted in Pascal, p. 138.
3 Andrew Elfenbein, Romantic Genius: The Prehistory of a Homosexual Role (New York: Columbia University Press, 1999), p. 28.

6 Other Germanists included Thomas De Quincey, John Gibson Lockhart, Thomas Carlyle, and John Abraham Heraud; all, except
Heraud, are discussed in Rosemary Ashton, The German Idea: Four English Writers and the Reception of German Thought
1800-1860 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980).

7 Engell, pp. 308-09.




Coleridge, consciousness was fundamentally and automatically (re)creative: ‘the primary
IMAGINATION I hold to be the living Power and prime Agent of all human Perception,

and as a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of creation in the infinite I AM’.
But the secondary imagination, the equivalent of Schelling’s Dichtungsvermdgen and the

distinguishing characteristic of creative genius, is

an echo of the former, co-existing with the conscious will, yet still as identical
with the primary in the kind of its agency, and differing only in degree and in the
mode of its operation. It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to re-create; or
where this process is rendered impossible yet still at all events it struggles to

idealize and to unify.®
That is to say, the possessor of the secondary imagination wilfully dissolves, alters and

remoulds the images of nature formed by the primary imagination, and thus consciously

participates in the creative power of God. As James Engell has noted, Coleridge’s

metaphysics of the imagination ‘renovated’ the ‘age-old saying that the poet [...] is
divinely inspired’.” However, although magazine writers were sometimes influenced by
philosophical aesthetics, discussions and representations of the creative artist in literary
magazines were generally conducted at a less rarefied level because they were meant to
appeal to a relatively large middle-class readership. And it is important to note that the
story of Romantic genius is not only one of the development and movement of ideas, but
also describes a complex set of cultural pressures and shifts.

Although I spend some time examining theoretical writing about the creative
artist in this thesis, I concentrate on the way in which particular ‘geniuses’ - or, to use
the more common contemporary plural, ‘men of genius’ - were described. In the late

eighteenth century, accounts of genius generally took the form of theories of how the

8 Samuel Taylor Colenidge, Biographia Literaria, ed. by James Engell and Walter Jackson Bate, 2 vols, 1, 304, in The Collected
Works of Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 7, ed. by Kathleen Coburn (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1983).

? Engell, p. 342.



mind worked, or arguments about the importance of artistic originality. But in the early
nineteenth century, these considerations were often secondary to debates about how the
possession of genius affected a person’s character and life history - whether men of
genius were generally virtuous or vicious, sane or mad, celebrated or neglected - or
accounts of different types of genius. Such discussions depended on concrete examples:
figures like Walter Scott, Byron, or Coleridge would be put forward as paradigms for
human creativity and endeavour, or as examples of the dangers of misapplied ability.
More significantly, the 1820s and 30s also saw an explosion in biographical writing
focused on eminent individuals, particularly writers and poets. The Romantic cult of
genius went far beyond considering it as an abstract quality to look at its embodiment in
the appearance, personalities, and biographies of intellectually gifted individuals. It was

the idea of genius that led to certain creative artists, Byron especially, becoming
celebrities whose private lives were available for public consumption. In fact, it could be

argued that in the pages of the British literary magazines of the 1820s and 30s occurs

one of the very first eruptions of ‘celebrity’ in an identifiably modern sense. The celebrity
can be distinguished from the merely famous “as a figure whose personality 1s created,
bought, sold, and advertised through capitalist relations of production’.”

Particular representations of genius fulfilled the needs of individual writers and
magazines, but it is also important to consider the broader issue of why they should have
become so prevalent in the middle-class periodical press during the late Romantic period.
A number of scholars have linked the rise of the idea of genius with changes in the ways
in which literature was produced and consumed in the long eighteenth century. In the

1950s, Raymond Williams argued that Romanticism’s ‘emphasis on the special nature of

art-activity as a means to ‘imaginative truth’, and [...] on the artist as a special kind of

10 Andrew Elfenbein, Byron and the Victorians (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 47.



person’ was In part a compensatory response to the decline of patronage and the growth
of the commercial market for literature. However, he also stressed that it represented a
broader reaction to the threat to ‘certain human values, capacities, [and] energies’ which

the development of ‘industrial civilisation® seemed to hold." Pierre Bourdieu criticised

this account for failing to acknowledge that it was only the growth of a reading public
which enabled the formation of a literary field which was relatively autonomous from
political and religious authority, itself ‘the condition of the appearance of the
independent intellectual, who does not recognise nor wish to recognise any obligations
other than the intrinsic demands of his creative project’.’? The development of the
literary marketplace was a double-edged sword which alienated writers from readers, but
which gave them, for the first time, status as ‘independent intellectual[s]’, or, less
anachronistically, men of genius. This account is perhaps more suggestive than
Bourdieu’s later claim that the idea of genius was purely a response to ‘the pressures of
an anonymous market’ for literature, reducing it to a species of false consciousness. !

Recently, our knowledge of the relationship between the development of

aesthetics and changes in literary production has been enriched by detailed work which

has looked at the emergence of the idea of original genius in the eighteenth century in
relation to the needs of writers to establish legal ownership of their works in order to
protect their livelihoods.! This emphasis on the economic function of genius does not
necessarily contradict Williams’s or Bourdieu’s notions of it as, in part, an attempt to
escape from economic realities. It was only in the early nincteenth century - afier the idea

of genius had helped to constitute modern notions of authorship and intellectual prope

11 Raymond Williams, Culture and Society (London: The Hogarth Press, 1993), p. 36.

12Pil:rn: Bourdieu, ‘Intellectual Field and Creative Project’, trans. by Sian France, in Knowledge and Conirol, ed. by M. F. D. Young
(London: Collier-Macmillan, 1971), pp. 161-88 (p. 163). This article first appeared as “‘Champ intellectuel et projet créateur’, Les temps
modernes, November 1966, pp. 865-906. |

13 pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production, ed. by Randal Johnson (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993), p. 114.

14Mark Rose, Authors and Owners: The Invention of Copyright (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993), chapter 7, and

Martha Woodmansee, ‘The Genius and the Copyright: Economic and Legal Conditions of the Emergence of the Author’,
Eighteenth-Century Studies, 17 (1984), 42548.



- that it became widely used in a more restricted, “elitist’ sense to refer to a small group
of special individuals whose creativity was not bound by material considerations.

The Romantic separation of art and life - the claim that ‘only a poet and his
works can transcend a corrupting appropriation by “the world” of politics and money’ -
has been identified by Jerome McGann as one of the ‘basic illusions of Romantic
Ideology’.” He is describing a powerful form of writing on genius and art in the early
nineteenth century which emphasises the way in which it soars beyond the quotidian.
That this 1s often a politically reactionary account is apparent in its utilisation by the High
Tory journal Fraser’s Magazine. And recently Robert Keith Lapp has described the
similar implications of Coleridge’s articulation of

a Romanticism of withdrawal into visionary idealism that locates cultural

authority in the attractive figure of the poet-prophet. This figure is in

turn a product of the more generalised ideology of individual sensibility, drawing

in this instance on the emergent tradition of bardolatry and its celebration of
autonomous “Poetic Genius”.!6

However, we must not forget Williams’s insight that, as well as ‘simplification’, there
was also ‘high courage and actual utility’ in Romantic claims about art and genius.
Romantic idealism was often articulated in response to the equally extreme claims of

other discourses, particularly utilitarianism. Furthermore, genius was certainly not a

monolithic concept in the early nineteenth century. If one account constructed its

possessors as superior beings who cut themselves off from the world in order to meditate
on higher things, than another represented them as rebellious transgressors who

questioned the very foundations of contemporary society. And although the meritocratic

'> Jerome J. McGann, The Romantic Ideology: A Critical Investigation (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1983), p. 13. In
1974, Robert Currie described genius as a pernicious ‘ideology’ which was ‘used most often in reaction to the mass power mobilised
through spread of education, growth of cities, capitalism, liberalism, constitutionalism and democracy’; Genius: An Ideology in
Literature (London: Chatto & Windus, 1974), p. 10.

llﬁRoll:uf:rt Keith Lapp, Contest for Cultural Authority: Hazlitt, Coleridge, and the Distresses of the Regency (Detroit, Michigan:

Wayne State University Press, 1999), p. 12.
1-y\.\filliarm'., p. 47.



implications of genius were often lost in the way in which the term was used, at times it
could still carry a radical political charge by offering a theory of human value based on
mental aptitude rather than rank or wealth." This thesis is not put forward primarily as

an account of the ‘politics of genius’ in the Romantic period, but I do show that genius
was a counter which could be used in all sorts of different language games, and for all

sorts of different purposes.

I1

Magazines were the predominant literary form of the late Romantic period. Lee Erickson
has shown that improvements in printing technology, and a decrease in the price of
paper, made large-scale periodical publishing much more attractive to publishers than
poetry after the end of the Napoleonic Wars, with the result that authors were driven

towards journalism in order to survive.!” Throughout the Romantic period, there was

such a disparity between the sales of most poetry, and sales of periodicals, that it would

not be an exaggeration to state that most middle-class readers would have been exposed

to a great deal of the literature which later became canonical solely through the medium
of the periodical press. Through reviews, critical surveys, and biographical articles,
periodicals had a tremendous influence on how individual authors were perceived by the
public, and on the sales of their works. Critics could also actively disseminate portions of
particular texts, in the form of lengthy quotations, to their relatively large readerships.

In his recent Literary Magazines and British Romanticism, Mark Parker has

made a persuasive argument for the study of magazine literature in its own right, rather

'8 Eor a bricf account of the conservative reaction to the political implications of genius, see Elfenbein, pp. 35-38.

Lee Erickson, The Economy of Literary Form: English Literature and the Industrialization of Publishing, 1800-1850 (Baltimore:
The John Hopkins University Press, 1996), chapter 3.



than as an adjunct to more ‘creative’ forms of writing.”® It is not just that much of the
best and most interesting literature of the 1820s and 30s was in the form of the periodical
essay, but that individual magazines constituted themselves as coherent, powerful entities

- g

with particular ideologies and rhetorical styles. As Parker puts it, ‘the periodical does not
simply stand in secondary relation to the literary work it contains; a dynamic relation
among contributions informs and creates meaning’.”! Thus throughout this thesis, I have
considered the position of each article I discuss within its host magazine, and the place of
that magazine within literary culture. I have concentrated on the best-known early
nineteenth-century literary magazines - the New Monthly Magazine, the London
Magazine, Blackwood's Edinburgh Magazine, Fraser’s Magazine, and Tait’s
Edinburgh Magazine - because they contained the most writing on genius, had the most
influence on the middle-class reading public, and because they both produced and
reflected that public’s interest in genius. However, I have not limited my discussion to
these journals. It would also have been desirable to have examined in detail the two most
influential literary weeklies - the Literary Gazette and the Athenaeum - but this has not
been possible within the confines of this study. Of course, I do not deal only with

periodical literature, as it was often the case that representations of genius in the press

were reactions to representations in other forms of writing.

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in the way in which the
nineteenth-century periodical press helped the middle classes to, as David Hogsette puts
it, ‘culturally legitimate their growing economic and political power and aided them in

creating a unified national identity’.” He claims that in the 1830s, critics represented

Coleridge as ‘the English consummation of poetic genius, a secular messiah whose

20IVL';lrk Parker, Literary Magazine and British Romanticism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

21Parker,, p. 3.
ZZDavid S. Hogsette, ‘Coleridge as Victorian Heirloom: Nostalgic Rhetoric in the Early Victorian Reviews of Poetical Works®, Studies
in Romanticism, 37 (1998), 63-75 (p. 63).
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creative power redeems the middle classes and provides a cohesive structure to the

universal middle-class Mind’.2 This draws on Jon Klancher’s influential argument that

through the ‘great public journals’ of the early nineteenth century, a nascent middle-class

audience learnt to define 1itself:

What will finally distinguish the new middle-class audience of the nineteenth
century from its radical antagonists and the mass public’s fascination with
commodities is the activated interpretative mind in its power to reincarnate
everyday life: to form a “philosophy” of one’s encounter with the street and the
city, with fashion, with social class, with intellectual systems and the mind’s own

unpredictable acts.?

This project of ‘generalizing the philosophic, interpreting mind’ is, Klancher claims,
particularly apparent in the ‘tireless promotion of “intellect™ by Blackwood’s Edinburgh

Magazine - not only in the content of its articles, but through an elaborate style which

invited its readers to exercise their own mental powers in the act of reading.”® There is no
doubt that in its early years, Blackwood’s does evince a strong interest in exploring and
defining ‘genius’, or ‘the power of mind itself’, as Klancher puts it. However, he has a
tendency to exaggerate the coherence of the periodicals he discusses. I am not convinced
that Blackwood’s most typical project is to transmit ‘an ideology of mind’, or for that
matter that the New Monthly’s aim is to educate its readership in cultural semiotics, or
that Carlyle’s Edinburgh Review essay ‘Signs of the Times’ typifies the Reviews’
searches for ‘master keys’ to the 1820s.% If, in the past, readings of Romantic prose have
been impoverished by wrenching texts from their original locations, Klancher, I think,

goes too far the other way by overemphasising the unity of particular periodicals and,

2:"Hn::;gse.ttv:., p. 67.
2"Jq:m P. Klancher, The Making of English Reading Audiences, 1790-1832 (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1987), p. 51.

stlancha', pp. 51-60.
26 lancher, pp. 52-73.
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indeed, the function of middle-class periodicals as a whole through presenting a handful

of articles as exemplary.

Klancher and Hogsette are correct in so far as magazine discourse frequently
sought to support the creation of a stable middle-class identity. But it is interesting that
writing on creative genius - in both its abstract and specific forms - often sought to
create distinctions within the middle-class public. In the case of Blackwood's, the interest
in mental process that is apparent in a small number of its articles does cohere, to some
extent, with the emphasis on genius and originality to be found in some of the
periodical’s reviews. For both the discursive articles and the reviews purport to give the
readers of the magazine a special insight into the operations of the human intellect. By
celebrating genius, Blackwood'’s also celebrates its audience as consisting of particularly

able individuals who are capable of appreciating great writers. The reason that genius is

so important to Blackwood’s was that it was the main source of distinction available to

the magazine and its readers. The essence of genius 1s, supposedly, that it is distinctive; it

can be distinguished from mere talent by its originality - it stands out from the crowd. In
the years surrounding 1820, the literary marketplace was saturated with products: the
poetry market was at its peak and about to decline, while the periodical market was
burgeoning rapidly. In such a contested cultural arena, readers were bound to seek for
markers as to the best and most prestigious works to purchase. Genius is what
distinguishes a writer from his competitors in an increasingly crowded field of
competition.

What Blackwood’s did - and some other periodicals followed suit - was to
promise its readers a version of the distinction enjoyed by the man of genius. Simply by

reading Blackwood'’s, they were already better readers than others, by following its

stylistic intricacies they would improve further, by listening to its critical judgements they
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would acquire a respect for genius and a knowledge of its qualities which elevated them
as much as it elevated the periodical they bought. If this process begins with reviewing
practices and claims made about those practices, during the 1820s, and particularly the
1830s, 1t is evident in a variety of biographical writing about literary figures in the
magazines. Each sought to further define and expand its own readership by recourse to a
particular pantheon of genius to be found within its pages, in reviews and biographical
articles. The promise of all such texts is that they give their readers a knowledge of and
sympathy with ‘men of genius’ which distinguishes them from other readers of the same

or similar social background. Thus it was the need to carve out different identities within

a large middle-class readership that become an engine of the periodical press’s interest in

genius in the late Romantic period.

But this interest was often anxious and problematic. Authors like John Wilson,

Thomas De Quincey, and Thomas Carlyle began writing for magazines because they
could not subsist by producing more prestigious forms of literature; this sometimes lent a
certain bitterness to their accounts of more fortunate and famous creative artists. And for
many writers in the 1820s and 1830s, the rise of newspapers and magazines was the
reason for the apparent dearth of poets, dramatists, and novelists of the first rank.
Original genius, it was claimed, was being swallowed up or stifled by the anonymous,
teeming mass of periodical writing. David Latané has suggested that anonymous
celebrations of genius in the periodical press were undercut and ironised by their position
within a realm of apparently authorless discourse which placed the idea of the
‘transcendent author’ firmly in the past.”” However, this argument is surely overstated.

Although accounts of genius were sometimes retrospective (because they were

posthumous), in the 1830s it was still frequently put forward as an immensely powerful

%TDavid E. Latané, *The Birth of the Author in the Victorian Archive’, VPR, 22 (1989), 109-17.
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force which would overcome the temporary impediments of political or cultural change.
In my first chapter, I argue that the word ‘genius’ may have become less important in
literary discussions during the early Victorian period, because its association with social
transgression or alienation jarred with attempts to constitute writing as a respectable
profession. However, this new model of authorship was still ultimately dependent on
notions of autonomy and originality, even if not taken to the extreme that we find in

Romantic writing on genius. Once the idea of the ‘transcendent author’ had taken hold, it

proved impossible to get rid of %

I11

As this thesis explores Romantic assumptions about genius, it is important to be explicit
about the ways in which my own methodology relates to some of those assumptions. I
take the view that genius, rather than being an innate gift that can be discovered in
certain individuals, is always socially constructed, that is to say, it is a contingent,
symbolic production. There is nothing inevitable about the process which leads a person
to be described as a genius: this depends on a large number of factors which are extrinsic

to his or her mental abilities, and what appear as the ‘signs’ of genius at a certain time
and place may not be considered as such in other contexts.” This approach to genius

falls in with modern critical attempts to open up the literary canon, or even to

deconstruct the very notion of canonicity. The Romantic ‘discourse of posterity’ claims,

28[ should add that, despite my caveats, Latané’s discussion of writing on genius in the periodical press in relation to modern attempts to
deconstruct the idea of authorship is extremely acute and suggestive.

P Fora good account of this view, see Tia DeNora and Hugh Mehan, ‘Genius: A Social Construction, the Case of Beethoven’s Initial
Recognition’, in Constructing the Social, ed. by Theodore R. Sarbin and John I. Kitsuse (London: Sage Publications, 1994), pp.
157-73. See also DeNora’s excellent study Beethoven and the Construction of Genius (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995),
and Michael Howe’s Genius Explained (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), although Howe takes a much less rigorous
constructivist perspective than DeNora and Mchan.,
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as it were, that the cream always rises to the top (albeit posthumously),” but studying
the social construction of genius makes us aware of the complex set of mechanisms -
particularly the valorising activities of critics, academics, publishers, and so on - by which
long-term literary reputation is secured, and can help shed light on the ways n which 1t
has been denied to certain groups of authors (for example, female or working-class
poets).

Although my approach to genius could certainly not be described as ‘Romantic’,
I do allow a degree of space for subjective agency in literary production - I am interested

in the reasons why authors make certain choices at certain times, and I sometimes use

biographical information to support my arguments. Here I am influenced by Pierre
Bourdieu’s work on the sociology of literature, which seeks to avoid the polarities of
(idealist/ Romantic) ‘subjectivism’ and (Marxist/ structuralist) ‘objectivism’.”' Bourdieu
argues that the literary world, at any given time and place, is a field of forces, ‘a network
of objective relations’ between agents. Any literary work places the writer in a certain
position within this field - areas of which correspond to genres, sub-genres and particular

audiences - and these “position-takings’ tend to result from the writer’s ‘disposition’
(which Bourdieu relates to class background), and ownership of different forms of
capital (economic, cultural, and symbolic). The literary field is a constantly shifting site
of struggle between agents for economic and symbolic capital. Like all fields of “cultural
production’, it is dominated by the field of power, that 1s, the site of struggle for political

power and economic capital among the ruling elite.

The degree of autonomy that the literary field has from the field of power can be

assessed by looking at the extent to which it has its own rules governing the distribution

of symbolic capital (prestige). Bourdieu argues that the idea of ‘the pure aesthetic’

mSec Andrew Bennett, Romantic Poets and the Culture of Posterity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), especially
chapter 2.

4 Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production, and The Rules of Art, trans. by Susan Emanuel (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992).
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becomes more prevalent as the literary field becomes more autonomous. This is why the
interest in genius, and the celebrity accorded to artists is different in different periods:
‘the interest in the personage of the writer or artist grows in parallel with the
autonomization of the field of production and with the correlative elevation of the status
of producers’.? Part of Bourdieu’s project is to critique notions that aesthetic creation or
perception is ontological and unmediated, and a matter of the emanations or responses of
individual consciousness, independent of socio-cultural context. He shows that a number
of different consecrative agents (publishers, reviewers and so on) work together to

create the symbolic value of the work of art, and so argues that in order to understand a
work historically, one must analyse the way in which the entire field of production acts in
order to give the work its contemporary meaning.

There are two main problems with Bourdieu’s theory. First, 1t 1s based on an
analysis of the peculiarly polarised literary culture of late nineteenth-century France, and
it seems likely that more fluid cultural fields will be much harder to map out. Secondly,
his method requires an enormous amount of research - if the historical *‘meaning’ of a

work is the function of the operation of the entire cultural field at a given time, then

ideally, one would want to have a sophisticated schematic model of this field before

embarking on any substantial analysis of that work.™ I do not have such a model of
British literary culture in the Romantic period, and thus this thesis is not a fully-fledged
‘Bourdieuvian’ study. However, it is certainly informed by his approach to cultural
production, which emphasises the importance of personal, institutional and generic

relationships, but still gives some weight to subjective agency.

32 Bourdieu, Rules of Art, p. 190.

33T oril Moi also makes this point, and notes that Bourdieu ‘mobilized a huge team of researchers’ for his analysis of Flaubert’s
L’Education sentimentale; see ‘The Challenge of the Particular Case: Bourdieu’s Sociology of Culture and Literary Criticism’, ML,
58 (1997), 497-508 (p. 505).
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I look mainly at representations of poets in the following pages, although I also
deal with other sorts of writers, and my final chapter is on the artist Benjamin Robert
Haydon. Most accounts of the creative artist in the literary magazines of the Romantic

period were principally about poets, and such figures tended to be much more celebrated

than other types of artists and intellectuals. But it was also the case that scientists or
politicians, for example, could be described as geniuses, and there is certainly the need
for further study on the way in which they were represented in the period.** Another
important area of which I have not given a detailed account is the relationship between
genius and gender. This has previously been explored by Christine Battersby, who has
looked at the masculine emphasis built in to the discourse of genius, discussing a number
of late eighteenth-century and Romantic authors, such as Dutfl, Blake and
Wollstonecraft. More recently, Andrew Elfenbein has examined the correspondence
between representations of genius and homosexuality in the Romantic period.* In part of
my second chapter, I discuss the neglect of women writers by the authors of literary
galleries, but a full examination of gendered accounts of genius in the literary magazines

- in particular, the representation of women poets, and discussions of genius and

domesticity - will be an important area for future research.

My first chapter is a general account of debates about the relationship between

genius, transgression, and neglect in the periodical press during the early nineteenth

century. I relate them to the expansion of the market for periodical literature in the 1820s

and 30s, which led to a gap between an emergent model of the professional man of

letters - who was meant to be a productive member of civil society - and a Romantic

model of genius which emphasised the inevitable alienation between the (male) author

34F or scientific genius in the Romantic period, see Jan Golinski, Science as Public Culture: Chemistry and Enlightenment in Britain,

1760-1820 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), chapter 7; Trevor H. Levere, ‘Humphry Davy, ‘The Sons of Genius’, and
the Idea of Glory®, in Science and the Sons of Genius: Studies on Humphry Davy, ed. by Sophie Forgan (London: Science Reviews,
1980), pp. 33-58; Simon Schaffer, ‘Genius in Romantic natural philosophy’, in Romanticism and the Sciences, ed. by Andrew
Cunningham and Nicholas Jardine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), pp. 82-98.

35S ee Battersby, Gender and Genius and Elfenbein, Romantic Genius.
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and his fellows. In chapter 2, I give an overview of literary biography in the 1820s and
30s, concentrating mainly on magazine biography. I discuss texts such as William
Hazlitt’s Spirit of the Age (1825), Leigh Hunt’s Lord Byron and Some of His
Contemporaries (1828), Thomas Jefferson Hogg’s ‘Percy Bysshe Shelley at Oxford’
(New Monthly Magazine, 1832) and Thomas De Quincey’s ‘Lake Reminiscences’ (Zait’s
Edinburgh Magazine, 1833-41).

The other three chapters are case studies. The third is on representations of
Wordsworth in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine. 1 argue that Blackwood'’s played an
important role in transforming public perceptions of the poet in the late 1810s and early
1820s, and led the way for the construction of the ‘Victorian’ Wordsworth as a
poet-priest of natural religion. I also look at ways in which the celebration of the poet
was used for economic and 1deological ends by the magazine, and may have fulfilled the
psychological needs of its main critic, John Wilson, a friend of Wordsworth and fellow
‘Lake Poet’. My fourth chapter focuses on William Hazlitt, who argued throughout his
literary career that contemporary genius was ‘degraded’ by the influence that political
power had over the literary world. At times, he viewed this state of affairs as inevitable,
but I show that some of his writings for the Liberal - in particular ‘On the Spirit of
Monarchy’ and ‘My First Acquaintance with Poets’ - reveal a sense that genius could be
a locus of resistance to ‘Legitimacy’. Finally, I discuss the historical painter Benjamin
Robert Haydon, who, during the height of his career, was widely féted as the heir to the
great Italian artists of the Renaissance. Haydon’s attempt to represent himself as a

disinterested, heroic genius in an increasingly commercialised cultural field encapsulates

many of the tensions that I explore throughout this thesis.
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CHAPTER 1

GENIUS, NEGLECT, AND TRANSGRESSION IN THE EARLY
NINETEENTH CENTURY

The increasing popularity and cultural power of the periodical press was the cause of
much anxiety among writers during the Romantic period. Was the growth of criticism, it
was frequently asked, damaging to other forms of contemporary literature? Were the
critical judgements of periodical writers inevitably warped by political or commercial
interests? And was the reading public’s obsession with Reviews, magazines, and
newspapers responsible for the neglect suffered by poets and dramatists? This anxiety
contributed to the growth of literature based on the theme of ‘neglected genius’, centring
on figures such as Chatterton and Burns.! However, the argument that the sufferings that

so often seemed to afilict men of genius were caused by the failure of their

contemporaries to recognise and reward their achievements was frequently countered by
the claim that such men reaped the harvest of their own improvidence and eccentric
behaviour. This gave rise to a further important question, which was whether or not such

behaviour was the natural concomitant of the possession of genius. Although the notion
of the “artistic temperament’ had classical antecedents, it was given new force by the rise
of the idea of original genius during the eighteenth century. It was sometimes claimed

that the aesthetic rule-breaking associated with genius was reflected in the transgressive

conduct of its possessors in private life.

: Examples of this genre include the anonymous ‘On the Neglect of Genius®, Imperial Magazine, October 1821, pp. 938-46; W. H.

Ireland, Neglected Genius (London: George Cowie, 1812); Isaac D’Israeli, Calamities of Authors, 2 vols (London: John Murray,
1812); ‘Sylvaticus’ [J. F. Pennic}, The Tale of a Modern Genius; or, The Miseries of Parnassus, 3 vols (London: J. Andrews, 1827).
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In this chapter, I examine how the debate on genius developed in magazines and
Reviews during the early nineteenth century, and relate this debate to changes in the
literary marketplace. I show that attempts to represent the (male) author as a figure who,
ideally, stood apart from the literary and political maelstrom were put under pressure by
a developing model of literary professionalism which tried to show that authors should
be fully engaged with contemporary society. But the attempt to constitute writing as a
respectable profession in the late Romantic and early Victorian periods was itself vitiated
by contemporary representations of the ‘man of genius’ as an eccentric Bohemian, or
even a transgressive hero, who did not respect middle-class mores. The results of this
clash of different ideals of authorship can be seen in the extreme positions taken up by
writers in the 1830s, ranging from the elevation of the creative artist - particularly the
poet - into a morally perfect, Christ-like figure, to a suspicion that ‘genius’ was little

more than a code word for vice and madness.

I begin with a brief discussion of the two major Reviews - the Edinburgh
(founded in 1802) and the Quarterly (founded in 1809) - which dominated British
literary culture during much of the early nineteenth century.” Although my focus in this
thesis is on the post-Napoleonic period, which saw the rapid expansion of the periodical
press, it is vital to have a sense of the sort of reviewing practices to which later journals
were reacting. The writers of the two Reviews attempted to ‘police’ contemporary
literature by attacking those authors whose works did not fit in with what they believed
to be social and cultural norms. Then I move on to examine Blackwood’s Edinburgh

Magazine, founded in 1817, alongside other monthly miscellanies such as the London

Magazine and the New Monthly Magazine, all of which sought to emancipate criticism

2 General surveys of the periodical press with accounts of the Reviews include Marilyn Butler, “‘Culture’s medium: the role of the
review’, in The Cambridge Companion to British Romanticism, ed. by Stuart Curran (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993),
pp. 120-47; John O. Hayden, The Romantic Reviewers 1802-1824 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969), chapter 1; Joanne
Shattock, Politics and Reviewers: The ‘Edinburgh’ and the ‘Quarterly’ in the Early Victorian Age (London: Leicester University
l;:;s;, 1989). Derek Roper assesses the Edinburgh’s forebears in Reviewing before the ‘Edinburgh’: 1788-1802 (London: Methuen,

).
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from the influence of the Reviews, and placed much greater value on the ‘genius’ of the

writers they reviewed. In the third part of the chapter, I discuss contemporary suspicions
about genius, focusing on The Spirit and Manners of the Age (1826-29), an Evangelical
magazine which took a notably tough line on the transgressions of literary characters.

Finally, I look at Fraser’s Magazine, a journal that is obsessed by genius, in the context

of changes in literary culture during the 1820s and 1830s.

The Edinburgh Review, the most influential critical organ of the Romantic period, was
founded in October 1802 by a small group of Scottish lawyers, including Francis Jeffrey
(its editor until 1829), Francis Homer, and Henry Brougham, and a clergyman, Sydney
Smith.? At that time, the Tories dominated Edinburgh’s political life, and it was

impossible for young Whigs like Jeffrey and his friends to advance 1n the legal profession;
thus they were forced to seek other avenues of employment such as periodical writing.
The Edinburgh’s founders were children of the Scottish Enlightenment, sceptical, highly
trained professionals, with a great interest in new learning. This was reflected in the
subjects covered by the new journal, which also quickly differentiated itself from the
Reviews of the late eighteenth century by its selective approach to the works it dealt with

and the long length of its review articles. As the Edinburgh developed these often

became essays in their own right.* Although at first contributors were not paid for their

work, after the initial numbers all writers for the Review were ‘forced’ to accept

3 Accounts of the Edinburgh include John Clive, Scoich Reviewers: The “Edinburgh Review’, 1802-1815 (London: Faber & Faber,

1957); Ina Ferris, The Achievement of Literary Authority (Ithaca: Comell University Press, 1991), especially pp. 19-32; Biancamaria
Fontana, Rethinking the Politics of Commercial Society: The ‘Edinburgh Review’ 1802-1832 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1985), Dickie A. Spurgeon, “The Edinburgh Review’, in British Literary Magazines: The Romantic Age, 1789-1836, ed. by
Alvin Sullivan (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1983), pp. 139-44.

4 Fora good account of the Edinburgh s editorial policy and particular interests, see Butler, pp. 130-37.
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payment of an unprecedented ten guineas a sheet (sixteen printed pages), ‘thereby
ensuring that the gentlemanly distinction between amateur and professional was
collapsed in such a way that all contributors could be at once gentlemen and
professionals but emphatically not tradesmen or commercial hacks’.’ The Edinburgh was
immediately successful; by October 1803, over two thousand copies of the first number
had been sold, and by 1807, its initial print run of seven thousand was certainly much
larger than any of its rivals.®

The Edinburgh 1s best known to students of Romantic literature for Jeffrey’s
attacks on the ‘Lake School’ poets such as Wordsworth, Coleridge and Southey, in
particular the former.” As has been widely noted, Jeffrey based his literary criticism on
what he believed to be long-established standards of taste.® He attacked Wordsworth’s
choice of subjects, the ‘puerility’ of his verse and, importantly, what he saw the arrogant
1solationism of the poet, arguing that a poet should live in urban society so that his talent
could be modified by interaction with his intellectual peers. Jeffrey also claimed that
present popularity was an mmportant sign of a poet’s future glory. Thus he pitted himself

against the Romantic account of genius which emphasised the separation of the artist

from society and valorised contemporary neglect as a harbinger of long-term success, a
view famously expressed by Wordsworth in the Essay, Supplementary to the Preface of
1815.7 Jeflrey’s attitude to the authors he reviewed was often one of stern
admonishment; he presented himself as the arbiter of civilised taste who sought to

control the excesses of genius. Unsurprisingly given the background of its founders, legal

3 Ferris, p. 21.

6 tor the Edin burgh'’s circulation figures, sce Clive, pp. 133-34. In 1797, the most successful of the Edinburgh s forebears, the
Monthly Review, was printing about five thousand copies of each issue; see Roper, p. 24.

7 For example, “Southey’s Thalaba’, October 1802, pp. 63-83; ‘Southey’s Madoc: a Poem’, October 18085, pp. 1-28: ‘Wordsworth’s
Poems’, October 1807, pp. 214-31; *“Wordsworth’s Excursion’, November 1814, pp. 1-30.

§ For a detailed account of Jeffrey's critical principles, see Peter F. Morgan, Literary Critics and Reviewers in Early
Nineteenth-Century Britain (London: Croom Helm, 1983), chapter 1. Also Morgan’s introduction to Jeffrey s Criticism: A Selection
(Edinburgh: Scottish Academic Press, 1983).

? William Wordsworth, Prose Works, ed. by W. J. B. Owen and Jane Worthington Smyser, 3 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974), 111,
56-107.
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rhetoric pervaded the Edinburgh - its motto was judex damnatur, cum nocens absolvitur
- and, as Peter Morgan has pointed out, ‘Jefirey saw the poet as standing at the bar of
public opinion, both as artist and as moral being, with the critic, however temperate and
sensitive, as his judge’.!®

Jeffrey’s most notable utterance on genius occurs in his controversial review of
R. H. Cromek’s Reliques of Burns in January 1809. Although the critic describes Burns
as ‘a great and original genius’," he spends some time discussing the unfortunate
‘peculiarities’ of his works, by which Jeffrey means anything that reminds the reader of

‘the lowness of [Burns’s] origin’.'? In particular, he states that

the leading vice in Burns’s character, and the cardinal deformity indeed of all his
productions, was his contempt, or affectation of contempt, for prudence, decency
and regularity; and his admiration of thoughtlessness, oddity, and vehement
sensibility;- his belief, in short, in the dispensing power of genius and social
feeling, in all matters of morality and common sense. This is the very slang of the
worst German plays, and the lowest of our town-made novels; nor can any thing
be more lamentable, than that it should have found a patron in such a man as
Burns, and communicated to a great part of his productions a character of

immorality, at once contemptible and hateful.?
Burns’s belief in ‘the dis"pensing power of genius and social feeling’ is, Jeffrey goes on to
argue, a form of cant which seeks to disguise selfishness and criminal behaviour, but
which has fortunately ‘never found much favour in the eyes of English sense and
morality’. He then refers to a group of German students who were inspired by the noble

character of the bandit leader Charles Moor in Schiller’s play Die Rduber (1782) to ‘rob
on the highway’, but states that in England ‘a predilection for that honourable profession

must have preceded this admiration of the character’, and thus that ‘the style we have

ll)!vlt:.-rgzm, Jefirey's Criticism, p. 2. Mark Schoenfield discusses the legal rhetoric in the ‘Lake School’ reviews in The Professional
Wordsworth (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1996), p. 207.

"‘Reliques of Burns’, ER, January 1809, p. 255.
12ibid,, p. 252.
Dibid, p.253.
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been speaking of, accordingly, is now the heroics only of the hulks and the house of

correction’.'

Jeffrey was not the first critic to attack Burns for seeking to palliate moral
transgression by claiming that genius was naturally eccentric. The poet’s distaste for the
rules of social decorum is apparent in much of his work, but a stanza in ‘The Vision’,
first published in the Kilmarnock edition of Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect (1786)

was particularly offensive to those with conservative dispositions. The speaker is Burns’s

Muse:

‘I saw thy pulse’s maddening play
‘Wild-send thee Pleasure’s devious way

‘Misled by Fancy’s meteor-ray
‘By Passion driven;
‘But yet the light that led astray
‘Was light from Heaven."

Jeffrey was probably unconcerned about the arguably blasphemous content of the stanza,
but clearly saw Burns’s argument about genius as an example of the latent Jacobinism

which he had also identified in the work of the Lake Poets.'® His reference to ‘the worst
German plays’, specifically Schiller’s Die Rduber, harks back to the anti-Jacobin rhetoric
of the 1790s, and reminds us that in many ways Jeflrey was deeply conservative. We

should also note that he associates Burns’s argument with the ‘lowness of his origins’,

‘slang’, and the ‘lowest of our town-made novels’. Thus it is represented as essentially

vulgar. This attack on the idea of ‘the dispensing power of genius’ as fit only for

lower-class criminals was to be repeated later in the nineteenth century by others who

also saw it as a threat to social stability."’

Yibid,, p. 254,
IS;Th‘__ Vision’, in The Poems and Songs of Robert Burns, ed. by James Kinsley, 3 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), I, 162.
'6See his review of Southey’s Thalaba, ER, October 1802, p. 419.

lTThd: cffect of Die Rauber on German students is also mentioned in the AntiaJacobin’s parody of German drama, The Rovers,
published in June 1798; see Parodies of the Romantic Age, ed. by Gracme Stones and John Strachan, 5 vols (London: Pickering and

Chatto, 1998), L, ed. by Gracme Stones, 220.
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The Quarterly Review was founded in order to oppose the Edinburgh’s politics."®
The latter had been fairly moderate in its early volumes, but after 1807 1t became
increasingly strident and began calling for large-scale reforms."” In late 1808, a group of
worried Tories, including Walter Scott, George Canning, and the publisher John Murray
formed the Quarterly under the editorship of William Gifford, a mostly self-taught
shoemaker who had gone on to become a satirical poet and editor of the Anti-Jacobin.
The Quarterly had very close links to the government; Canning, who became Prime
Minister in 1827, was an MP, and held the post of foreign minister until autumn 1809,
and two of its main writers, John Wilson Croker and Sir John Barrow, were,
respectively, first and second secretaries of the Admiralty.” The template for the Review
was based on that of the Edinburgh; it contained long review essays on similar subjects,
although it evinced a greater interest in belles-lettres. As Marilyn Butler states, ‘the
journal conducted a comprehensive campaign on behalf of conservative, Christian and
family values [...] [it] hunted down “infidel”, irreligious, or sexually explicit
subject-matter in texts of all kinds’.*! By 1817, the Quarterly’s sales of twelve to
fourteen thousand had matched, maybe even slightly bettered, those of its rival.2

Just as the Edinburgh had attacked the ‘Lake School’, the Quarterly is well

known for attacks on the ‘second generation’ Romantics.” John Taylor Coleridge’s

18Usnt:ﬁJI sources of information about the Quarterly include Jonathan Cutmore’s website, the Quarterly Review Project, June 2000,
Toronto, 7 January 2002, <http//www.dreamwater.com/edu/earlyqr/>; Hill Shine and Helen Shine, The Quarterly Review Under
Gifford (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1949) and Roger P. Wallins, “The Quarterly Review’, in British Literary
Magazines, pp. 359-67.

191 article which particularly shocked the Tories was “Don Pedro Cevallos on the French Usurpation of Spain® by Brougham and
Jeffrey, ER, October 1808, pp. 215-34. John Clive gives a good account of the Edinburgh’s politics in Scotch Reviewers, chapter 4.

2 Eor more detailed accounts of the origin of the Quarterly see Wallins; Hayden, pp. 24-33; ‘John Murray’s Gentlemen: The Founding
of the Quarterly Review' in Cutmore, ‘“The Quarterly Review Project’ and Samuel Smiles, 4 Publisher and his Friends: Memoirs and

Correspondence of the Late John Murray, 2 vols (London: John Murray, 1891), I, chapter 5.

21Butler,. p. 141.
nRichard D. Altick, The English Common Reader (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963), p. 303.

23-11“ Quarterly generally praised Byron, partly because - almost until the very end of the poet’s career - they shared publishers. It

avoided reviewing his later, satirical poems, such as Don Juan, Beppo and The Vision of Judgement as this would have necessitated

attacking the poet for questioning cultural values which were important to the Review and its readers. However, in his positive review of

Byron’s ‘Dramas’, the churchman Reginald Heber strongly criticises Don Juan in passing, lamenting that in the past Byron’s readers

had witnessed “the systematic and increasing prostitution of those splendid talents to the expression of feelings, and the promulgation of

:pinions, which, as Christians, as Englishmen, and even as men, we were constrained to regard with abhorrence’. See OR, July 1822, p.
76.
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review of Shelley’s Revolt of Islam lambasted the poet’s radical politics and made vague
but serious accusations about Shelley’s personal life; Croker’s review of Endymion was
widely represented in the 1820s as having caused Keats’s death, and Hazlitt was
continually depicted as both a seditious and an incompetent writer.** Although the
Quarterly’s literary criticism had always been motivated by “political and social
considerations’,? the virulence of these attacks can perhaps be explained by the political
climate after 1815. This was a time of great popular unrest, culminating of course in
Peterloo and the Six Acts. The intense political situation was reflected in the literary
culture of the period from 1815 to 1820; reviewing became increasingly acrimonious and
politically partisan, and a number of literary feuds developed.*®

However, this increased politicisation of literary culture also saw the emergence
of a counter-discourse which sought, at least ostensibly, to emphasise the autonomy of
the aesthetic from the political. As I will show, one way in which new magazines could

emphasise their difference from the Reviews was by claiming that they took a very

different, non-partisan attitude to criticism, one that sought to celebrate and support
‘genius’ rather than to damn it. In the process of making these claims, the reviewing
practices of the Edinburgh and the Quarterly were often caricatured, but there is
certainly a major shift in the approach that the ‘new wave’ of periodicals that appeared
around 1820 took to literary criticism. As I have argued, reviewers in the Quarterly

tended to judge works depending on their consonance with the periodical’s Tory,

Anglican ethos, whereas Jeffrey tended to judge them by what he saw as fixed standards
of polite taste and social decorum. In both Reviews, critics represented themselves as

mediators between authors and the public, mediators whose main task was to control the

# See, respectively, OR, April 1819, pp. 460-71; April 1818, pp. 204-08, and, for reviews of Hazlitt, April 1817, pp. 154-59; May

1818, pp. 458-65; December 1818, pp. 424-33; July 1819, pp. 158-62.
25

Wallins, p. 359.
251 discuss John Scott’s feud with Blackwood’s Magazine later in this chapter, and Hazlitt’s conflict with the Lake Pocts in chapter 4.
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excesses of genius in order to make it fit in with prevailing social norms. A number of
later magazines give genius much more emphasts and importance than the Reviews, and
in some cases, the genius of an author is represented as an alibi or even a reason for his
personal and/or textual flouting of the ethics and politics of the dominant classes.

Jeffrey’s judgement that the belief in ‘the dispensing power of genius’ had not found

favour in England proved to be premature.

11

In The Economy of Literary Form, Lee Erickson argues that the ‘poetry boom’ of the
first two decades of the nineteenth century ended due to developments in printing

technology. As a result, economies of scale allowed the expansion of the market for

periodicals:

once the materials and the means of printing became cheaper, diffuse prose was
no longer at a comparative economic disadvantage with compressed poetry. The
periodical format, in particular, gave rise to a variety of shorter prose forms that

competed for and largely won over the audience for poetry.*’

This seems to me to be a good explanation for the large increase in the numbers of
periodicals published after the end of the Napoleonic wars, although the poetry market
itself did not peak until 1820. During this period, a number of monthly miscellanies
appeared, offering themselves as in direct competition with the older quarterlies. The
relatively high rates of pay offered by these magazines ofiered new possibilities for

writers who were unable to subsist by writing in other genres. For example, towards the

end of his life, John Keats, in severe financial difficulties which could not be alleviated by

27Lt=c Erickson, The Economy of Literary Form (Baltimore: The John Hopkins Untversity Press, 1996), pp. 47-48.
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the very poor sales of his poetry, was seriously considering becoming a magazine writer
and planned to consult William Hazlitt for advice: ‘I will write, on the liberal side of the
question, for whoever will pay me’. Although some writers may have felt that they had

little choice other than to turn to periodical writing, they did of course have a measure of
autonomy in which journals they wrote for; Keats was determined to do ‘any thing but
Mortgage my Brain to Blackwood’.?

This was a reference to William Blackwood, proprietor of Blackwood'’s
Edinburgh Magazine, which had recently contained a series of articles entitled ‘The
Cockney School of Poetry’ attacking radical London writers such as Leigh Hunt, Hazlitt,
and Keats himself. Blackwood had founded the periodical early in 1817 in order to
counteract the commercial success of his local rival, Archibald Constable, proprietor of
the Edinburgh Review and the Scots Magazine, who had recently taken on Walter Scott
after Blackwood had fallen out with the author during the publication of Tales of my

Landlord.® Blackwood was also politically motivated, a staunch Tory who was

concerned by what he saw as the Whig dominance of Edinburgh’s cultural life.
Unfortunately, under the editorship of Thomas Pringle and James Cleghorn, his magazine
was not only dull - it even praised the Edinburgh Review. So Blackwood got rid of his
editors, enlisted John Wilson and John Gibson Lockhart - both young, briefless barristers
- to help him, and relaunched the periodical in October 1817.”° This edition contained the
‘Chaldee Manuscript’, a parody of the Edinburgh literary scene couched in mock-Biblical
language, the first of the ‘Cockney School of Poetry’ articles by Lockhart, and a vicious

review of Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria by Wilson. As a result of these attacks,

23306 Walter Jackson Bate, John Keats (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1963), pp. 608-09. It is interesting to note that
around this time both Coleridge and De Quincey were driven by financial need to become writers for Blackwood'’s; see Robert Morrison,
‘Opium-Eaters and Magazine Wars: De Quincey and Coleridge in 18217, VPR, 30 (1997), 2740 (p. 29).

29F or the founding of Blackwood'’s, sce Margaret Oliphant, Annals of a Publishing House: William Blackwood and his Sons, 3 vols
(Edinburgh: William Blackwood, 1899), 1, chapters 1 to 3.

30During the late 1810s young Tory lawyers in Scotland were suffering from the same politically induced unemployment that had
affected Jeffrey and his colleagues at the beginning of the century.



2y

ey

28

Blackwood’s quickly became infamous; that it was able to maintain its early success and
rapidly increase its sale was due to the high abilities of its writers, which were reflected
in a delight in formal experimentation and parody.® It also became seen, and to an extent
still is seen by modern critics, as an extreme example of the political partisanship of the
periodical press during the early nineteenth century.

However, one of the extraordinary things about Blackwood'’s is that its writers,
during the same period as they were attacking Keats and Leigh Hunt as lower-class
interlopers and ‘Cockney’ radicals, often claimed to be trying to break free of the
political bias of the quarterly Reviews and aid literary genius regardless of its source. For
example, Lockhart’s article ‘On the Periodical Criticism of England’, purportedly by the
‘Baron von Lauerwinkel’, appeared in March 1818, three months after the second
‘Cockney School’ article and four months before the third. The article presents the

Reviews as despots ruling the republic of letters and preventing literary freedom.

Lauerwinkel argues that periodical criticism is becoming hijacked by political discussion;

a critic will often use a review

as an excuse for writing, what he thinks the author might have been better
employed in doing, a dissertation, in favour of the minister if the Review be the
property of a Pittite; against him and all his measures if it be the property of a
Foxite, bookseller. It is no matter although the poor author be a man who cares
nothing at all about politics, and has never once thought either of Pitt or Fox,
Castlereagh or Napoleon, during the whole time of composing his book. The
English Reviewers are of the opinion of Pericles, that politics are, or should be, in

some way or other, the subject of every man’s writings.*

Lauerwinkel goes on to attack the editors the Quarterly and the Edinburgh. Despite his
talents, Gifford’s political bigotry makes him a bad critic and insensible to genius. His

Review is right to oppose Napoleon, but wrong to denigrate his abilities: ‘it is an insult

31Wilson claimed that the October 1817 issue sold ten thousand copies, and that in 1820 the magazine was selling at ‘SOMEWHERE
BELOW 170001’ Clearly these figures need to be treated with some circumspection; see ‘An Hour’s Téte-a-Téte with the Public’, BEM,
October 1820, pp. 80-81.

32"Baro::m von Lauerwinkel” [John Gibson Lockhart], ‘Remarks on the Periodical Criticism of England’, BEM, March 1818, p. 671. All
further references to this article are given in the text.
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upon common understanding to tell London in the nineteenth century, that Buonoparte is

an ordinary man’. The Quarterly’s ‘rancour’ against the defeated Emperor reveals an

endemic lack of sympathy with greatness, for

there is something dignified and sacred in human genius, even although it be
misapplied. The reverence which we feel for it is an instinct of nature, and cannot
be laid aside without a sin. He who 1s insensible to its influence, has committed
sacrilege against his own spirit, and degraded himself from the height of his

original elevation. (pp. 673-74)

This extraordinary ‘sanctification’ of genius, in which it becomes a sacred duty to
reverence ‘great men’ regardless of their crimes, 1s surprising in a magazine that

professes Tory values. It is, however, an attitude that one repeatedly finds in the pages of

Blackwood'’s, although it is rarely expressed as explicitly as 1t 1s here.

Lauerwinkel now turns his attention to Jeffrey. The editor of the Edinburgh, he
argues, is ‘a man of genius’ who could have been a great thinker or rhetorician but has

wasted his talents in order to please the multitude of “superficial readers’ (p. 675). His
treatment of Byron, Wordsworth and Goethe shows that he is incapable of appreciating

the genius of others. The attack becomes more serious when Lauerwinkel accuses the

Edinburgh Review of ‘treason’ for acting as ‘the apologist of Napoleon’ (p. 677). He

adds that the periodical is the covert ‘champion of infidelity’ (p. 677); even its support

for Catholic emancipation is seen by Lauerwinkel, a German Catholic, as undermined by
its enmity to Christianity, which is in fact a very unfair representation of the Review’s

attitude to religion, although it was continually accused of crypto-atheism by Tory
WTIters.

After this attack on the two Reviews, Lauerwinkel considers the question as to
whether the growth of criticism means the decline of literature. He fears that talented

writers who are not in the first rank, ‘gentle and elegant minds, which might contribute
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both to the delight and instruction of their species’, cannot endure the taunts of the
reviewers. However, he states that the greatest writers will always be immune to the
effects of contemporary criticism, for ‘these go on in their destined way, rejoicing in the
consciousness of their own strength, and having their eyes fixed upon the sure prospect
of immortality - far above the reign, either of calumniating wit or ignorant approbation’
(p. 679). This gesture to what has been described as ‘the discourse of posterity’ is of
course a familiar move made by Romantic writers.” Lockhart’s article is quite typical of
this discourse in that it laments the state of contemporary literature, whilst
simultaneously asserting that genius will ultimately always succeed in overcoming any
obstacles to its eventual fame. This is a powerful and common argument during the early
nineteenth century: that genius is always conscious of its powers and thus immune to
unfair criticism. But it is noteworthy that this argument appears in a magazine. Such

organs, of course, were supposed to constitute the contemporary literary maelstrom

which the true genius will eventually transcend. However, the whole thrust of Lockhart’s
article is that Blackwood’s is not part of this maelstrom, and that unlike its competitors in
the periodical marketplace, it is capable of recognising genius as it appears.

One of the foundations of Blackwood’s success was 1its relentless self-promotion.
Its writers were constantly extolling the journal’s merits and its triumphs over other
publications, and Lockhart’s article is the first of a number of attempts by Blackwood’s
to distinguish itself from its competitors by claiming that it is a new type of periodical,
intent on helping and encouraging genius rather than attacking it. Thus it was important

for the magazine to differentiate itself from the Quarterly as well as the Edinburgh, even

though Blackwood’s was on the same side as the former in terms of politics.> In 1820,

33See Andrew Bennett, Romantic Poets and the Culture of Posterity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).

341 agree with J. H. Alexander that Blackwood'’s often used to Jeffrey to ‘epitomise all that they were reacting against®, but they also

pitched themselves against the Quarterly, and, indced, contcmporary literary culture as a whole. Alexander’s excellent article,
‘Blackwood’s: Magazine as Romantic Form’ has been very helpful in stimulating my ideas about the journal; Wordsworth Circle, 15

(1984), 57-68.
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Wilson would state, with a degree of ironic hyperbole, that the magazine had had a

revolutionary effect on periodical criticism:

we have done more than all the periodical works that have ever existed since the
beginning of time (moderately speaking) to spread the empire of genius and
imagination upon earth. There is no single man of genius whom we have not
delighted to honour [...] We have gathered up the flowers that dropped from the
garlands of poetry - wiped from them the dust scattered on them by the hoof of
vulgar criticism - restored them to their bright companionship - and hung the

whole dazzling glory upon the temple of Fame.*’
This claim was repeated, in different terms, by William Maginn in 1826:

before we appeared, the art of criticism was indeed a miserable concern. The
critic looked upon the poet as his prey. The two were always at daggers-drawing
[...] Men of genius were insulted by tenth-rate scribblers, without head or heart
[...] We put an end to this in six months [...] In another year the whole periodical
criticism of Britain underwent a revolution. Principles were laid down and applied

to passages from our living poets. People were encouraged to indulge their
emotions, that they might be brought to know their nature. That long icy chill
was shook off their fancies and imaginations, and here, too, in Criticism as in
Politics, they began to feel, think, and speak, like free men [...] A long, prosing
leading article in the Edinburgh, abusing Wordsworth, looked ineffably silly
beside one splendid panegyrical paragraph in Maga on the Great Laker [...] A
deposed Critic-king is a most deplorable subject [...] His temples are most absurd
without their crown, and having lost his sceptre, he is forced to hide his hands in
his breeches pocket. So fared it with many an anointed head [...] This universal

dethronement is accomplished and there is once more a Republic of Letters.

The political language of this extract is fascinating. Maginn, an extreme Tory,
celebrates a ‘revolution’ in sensibility prompted by Blackwood'’s which has resulted in
the dethronement and humiliation of Jeflrey, the ‘Critic-king’, and other literary despots.
But although Maginn claims that there is a similarity here with the journal’s
encouragement of, as he puts it a few lines above this passage, ‘that latitude of opinion

which is the Englishman’s birth-right’, it would certainly not have wanted a ‘universal

dethronement’ outside the literary sphere. There was a tension between Blackwood’s

>3 John Wilson, *An Hour's Téte-4-Téte with the Public’, BEM, October 1820, p. 93.
36William Maginn and possibly John Wilson, ‘Preface’, BEM, 1826, pp. xxii-xxiii.
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staunch political monarchism, and its desire to be seen, in literary terms, as a republican
force which supported a meritocracy of genius. For remarks such as Maginn’s must have

seemed laughable to the victims of its attacks. How could a journal that told Keats ‘back
to the shop Mr John, back to “plasters, pills, and ointment boxes,” and vilified Hazlitt as
a ‘quack’, ‘scribbler’ and ‘charlatan’ be ending the ‘daggers-drawing’ between author
and critic?®” Whilst claiming to support creative genius, by the simple expedient of
denying that quality to authors whose social class and political affiliations they found
offensive, writers in Blackwood’s seemed to feel that they had a God-given right to
produce the most vicious, ad hominem attacks in the thin guise of criticism.

But despite its partisanship and hypocrisy, Blackwood’s was revolutionary as a
literary magazine, and its treatment of authors was very dififerent from that of the
Reviews. Those whom the magazine supported, particularly Wordsworth, were generally
praised in a concerted and eulogistic fashion which had not been seen in periodical
criticism before. As I will show chapter 3, Blackwood'’s not only extolled the merits of
Wordsworth’s poetry in a sustained critical campaign, but constructed an image of the
poet as a virtuous poet-priest which was highly influential on his reception later in the
nineteenth century. It was predictable that the magazine’s writers would support a fellow
Tory, but during 1819 and 1820 it also contained several generous reviews of Shelley,
whose atheism and radicalism were anathema to its ethos. These reviews, I think,

constitute strong evidence that its claims to be revolutionary were not merely empty
propaganda; they reveal that, as Robert Morrison puts it, ‘throughout its early years,

Blackwood’s literary criticism repeatedly flew in the face of its own political and literary

dogma’.’®

A [John Gibson Lockhart], ‘On Cockney School of Poetry No. IV” and ‘An Old Friend with a New Face® [Lockhart), ‘Hazlitt
Cross-Questioned’, both in BEM, August 1818, pp. 524 and 550-52.

33Robert Morrison, ‘““Abuse Wickedness, but Acknowledge Wit”: Blackwood's and the Shelley Circle’, VPR, 34 (2001), 147-64 (p.
149).
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The first of the Shelley reviews was of The Revolt of Islam and appeared in January
1819. Alan Lang Strout, the twentieth-century bibliographer of Blackwood’s, has
attributed this piece to Lockhart, but there is good evidence that De Quincey and
possibly Wilson also contributed to it.”” The article begins ominously, attacking ‘the
sophistical and phantastical enemies of religion and good order among mankind’ who
have always eventually secured the ‘contempt and disgust’ of their fellow men: ‘they had
no part in the just spirit of respectfulness which makes men to contemplate, with an
unwilling and unsteady eye, the aberrations of genius’, It seems to be limbering up for a

savage assault, but then describes Shelley as diflerent from other radical writers:

Mr Shelly [sic] is devoting his mind to the same pernicious purposes which have
recoiled in vengeance upon so many of his contemporaries; but he possesses the
qualities of a powerful and vigorous intellect, and therefore his fate cannot be
sealed so speedily as theirs. He also is of the “COCKNEY SCHOOL,” so far as
his opinions are concerned; but the base opinions of the sect have not as yet been
able entirely to obscure in him the character, or take away from him the privileges

of the genius born within him.*
Throughout, the review distinguishes Shelley’s political opinions and associations from
his intellectual abilities. The ‘privileges’ of genius are that its possessor can be forgiven
sins which would damn his less brilliant fellows. Shelley’s powers become the key to his

possible redemption from what is represented as an inchoate and vicious philosophy:

398n'out originally attributed the Shelley reviews to John Wilson in an article which first drew my attention to Blackwood'’s’ support of

Shelley; see ‘Maga, Champion of Shelley’, Studies in Philology, 29 (1932), 95-119. After further rescarch, he found good evidence for
Lockhart’s authorship; see ‘Lockhart, Champion of Shelley’, 7LS, 12 August 19585, p. 468 and A4 Bibliography of Articles in
‘Blackwood’s Magazine’ (Lubbock: The Texas Tech Press, 1959). However, recently Robert Momison has argued that, in the case of

the article on The Revolt of Islam, “credit for the review belongs primarily to De Quincey’; “De Quincey, Champion of Shelley’,
Keats-Shelley Journal, 41 (1992), 3641 (p. 41). It secems likely that, as is the case with a number of Blackwood’s articles, the Revolr

of Islam review is a joint production in which it is difficult to work out who wrote what.
““Lockhart, De Quincey and possibly Wilson, ‘Obscrvations on The Revolt of Islam®, BEM, January 1819, pp. 475-76.

o T S
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As a philosopher, our author is weak and worthless; - our business is with him as
a poet, and, as such, he is strong, nervous, original; well entitled to take his place
near to the great creative masters, whose works have shed its truest glory around
the age wherein we live [...] The native splendour of Mr Shelly’s [sic] faculties
has been his safeguard from universal degradation, and a part, at least, of his
genius, has been consecrated to themes worthy of it and of him.*!

This argument is reiterated in the next three reviews of Shelley, which were
probably all written mainly by Lockhart. The beauties of his poetry are contrasted with
the errors of his morality, and it is hoped that his genius will lead him to embrace religion
and respect for authority. Shelley’s poetic genius acts as an alibi for his transgressions; it
is represented as the true, essential Shelley which prevents him from being irrevocably
damned for his erroneous principles. Although it was a typical reviewer’s rhetorical trick
to launch an attack under the pretext of attempting to educate misguided ability - Jeffrey
was the archetypal practitioner of this ploy - this is not the case with these reviews.
Lockhart is exhorting Shelley to change his opinions, but this is subsidiary to a generous

appreciation of the merits of his poetry. However, I cannot agree with Morrison that

‘Blackwood’s did not de-politicise or aestheticise Shelley’ and that it ‘fully understood
the radical nature of [his] vision’.*? For while the magazine admitted the radical
sentiments in his verse, it also made this philosophy extrinsic to his poetic genius. By
positing an absolute separation between the political content of his poetry and its merits,
the magazine not only attempts to make Shelley palatable for its readers, but seeks to aid
its construction of a version of genius that is fundamentally socially conservative. It is
Shelley’s privilege, like the wayward son of a nobleman, to be allowed certain youthful
transgressions, with the understanding that he will eventually return to the fold.

We can get a better sense of the relationship between Blackwood'’s Toryism and

its account of genius by examining two articles by John Wilson. In ‘On Literary

Uivid, p. 476.
*2Morrison, *Blackwood’s and the Shelley Circle’, p. 154.
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Censorship’ (November 1818), despite the occasional viciousness of his own reviewing,
he attacks literary critics as gratuitously cruel to youthful writers, and probably
unnecessary to ‘the literature of a country’, the ‘excellence’ of which ‘does not depend
on tribunals of criticism: it depends on the spirit of the people. It is the state of the mind

of the whole nation that must determine the character of its literature’.* He goes on to

state that

we must desire to see writers of genius and power perfectly bold and free,-
submissive, indeed, where all minds should submit,- but within that
circumscription, uncontrolled, impetuous, trusting to their own spirit, and by that
light fearlessly exploring and fearlessly creating. A literature generous and
aspiring,- yet guarded alike by wisdom and reverence from all transgression,- is

alone worthy of England.*

This is, in a nutshell, the dilemma of the Blackwood’s approach to writers of genius.
They must be allowed to be ‘perfectly bold and free’, but also ‘submissive’ to Church
and State; ‘uncontrolled’, yet ‘guarded’; literary republicans, but political monarchists.

This balancing act makes necessary the construction of a sharp division between the

aesthetic and the political, manifested in the Shelley reviews as a distinction between
form and content.

Just over a year later, Wilson developed his argument about the relationship
between the creative artist and the nation in his thoughtful article ‘On the Analogy

Between the Growth of Individual and National Genius’, published in January 1820. This
can be situated usefully within the Burkean-Coleridgean tradition of conservative writing

about national culture. Wilson argues that its development must be a balance between
the forces of what Coleridge would later call, in On the Constitution of Church and State

(1830), ‘Permanence’ and ‘Progression’:

43 John Wilson, “On Literary Censorship’, BEM, November 1818, p. 176.
¥ibid,p.177.
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It 1s to be desired that the living generation should derive as much as possible of
good from those which have preceded, without being so far subjected to them as
to lose the good which is open to it to acquire. But it ought not, in eagerness for
acquisition of its own, to forego the good which may be inherited [...] Among

ourselves, the tendency of deviation seems to be towards too great relaxation of

the subjection of our minds to the great generations from which we spring.**

The word “analogy’ in the title of the article is misleading, because Wilson claims that the
development of individual and national genius is not only similar, but linked. Although
individual genius is a progressive force, it has to recognise that, as an emanation of the
national spirit - which of course Blackwood'’s figured as essentially Tory - it must be
restrained by an adherence to custom and history. ‘The human intellect’, Wilson argues,

is not an unfettered intelligence, ranging through absolute existence, and creating
ideal form. It 1s the power of a being who 1n all parts of his nature is subjected to
conditions of life, who, in his sensibilities, his knowledge, his productions, is
under restramt and limitation of his individual nature, and of his place among
mankind [...] He who, 1n the pride of his own age, believes himself independent
of the ages to which he succeeds, shuts out from himself the highest influences

under which it was given to his mind to live.*

Shelley’s errors, for his Blackwood'’s critics, are because he does not recognise the
responsibilities that individual genius has to ‘the ages to which he succeeds’, he is not
‘submissive [...] where all minds should submit’. But because these errors are, as
Lockhart emphasises in the review of Rosalind and Helen, ‘devoid of any essential or
fundamental alliance with his masterly genius’, they may be overcome in the future.*’
All the Shelley reviews contain lengthy quotations from the poetry. In the article

on Rosalind and Helen, Lockhart makes it clear that one of his goals is to give Shelley

access to a large reading audience, for hitherto his writings have had ‘but a very limited

circulation, and few of our periodical brethren have condescended to occupy their pages

4th::rhn Wilson, “On the Analogy Between the Growth of Individual and National Genius®, BEM, January 1820, p. 379.

3bid,, p. 380.
*7 John Gibson Lockhart, ‘Rosalind and Helen, a Modern Ecologue’, BEM, June 1819, p. 274.
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with his poetry’. By giving Blackwood'’s readers ‘full and abundant specimens of fine
poetry which we have selected from Percy Bysshe Shelley’, Lockhart seeks to fulfil one
of the journal’s ‘great objects’ - ‘to support the cause of genius and of imagination®.*?
This is comparable with Blackwood'’s’ treatment of Coleridge and Wordsworth, both of
whom the periodical attempted to mediate to its readers, through critical discussions of
their poetry, and, in the case of Wordsworth, biographical accounts of the poet. As I
have shown, Blackwood'’s writers made this mediation of genius into the periodical’s
major selling point, and its support of Shelley could be, and indeed was, later adduced as
proof to its readers that its critical judgements were based solely on literary merit.

It is instructive to compare Blackwood'’s reviews of Shelley with John Taylor
Coleridge’s review of the Revolt of Islam in the Quarterly Review. Although Coleridge
grudgingly admits Shelley’s gifts, and says of his poem, ‘it is not without beautiful
passages’, he spends the bulk of his review attacking Shelley’s ‘system’ and ends by

claiming that he has personal knowledge of the poet which reveals the hollowness of his

philosophical professions:

if we might withdraw the veil of private life, and tell what we now know about
him, it would be indeed a disgusting picture that we should exhibit, but it would

be an unanswerable comment on our text; it is not easy for those who read only,
to conceive how much low pride, how much cold selfishness, how much unmanly

cruelty are consistent with the laws of this ‘universal’ and ‘lawless love’, 4
At no point in the review does Coleridge use the word ‘genius’, which is scattered like
confetti throughout the Blackwood'’s articles on Shelley. He evinces little interest in

Shelley’s poetry and certainly no desire to give it wide circulation, spending much of the

article arguing with Shelley’s politics. In the course of a twelve-page article, one passage

of four stanzas is quoted, one individual stanza and eight fragments. In Lockhart’s seven

Bivid, p. 273,
4gjohn Taylor Coleridge, ‘Shelley’s Revolt of Islam’, OR, April 1819, p. 471. Coleridge knew Shellcy at Eton.
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pages on the Revolt of Islam, a number of passages are quoted, making a total of well
over thirty stanzas, and later reviews contain an even greater proportion of quotation
than this.

Lockhart responded to the Quarterly’s article in his review of Alastor in

November 1819. He launched a scathing attack on Shelley’s reviewer, describing him as

‘a dunce rating a man of genius’, and stating that

nor will any man who loves and honours genius, even though that genius may
have occasionally suffered itself to be both stained and led astray, think but with
contempt and indignation and scorn of a critic who, while he pretends to wield

the weapons of honour, virtue, and truth, yet clothes himself in the armour of
deceit, hypocrisy, and falsehood. He exults to calumniate Mr Shelley’s moral

character, but he fears to acknowledge his genius.”
As in the other reviews, Lockhart emphasises here that Shelley’s genius is the key to the
poet’s possible redemption. He also argues that Coleridge’s inability to recognise this
truth disqualifies him from being Shelley’s critic. This is akin to the criticisms of the
Quarterly that Lockhart made in 1818 for failing to sympathise with Napoleon’s

‘misapplied’ genius. Coleridge is criticised for his underhanded and hypocritical reference

to Shelley’s personal character, although such ‘personality’ and ‘deceit’ was of course
the stock-in-trade of Lockhart himself. Finally, he argues that there is a generosity and
love among the British people towards genius which will aid Shelley’s redemption, for

‘they are willing to pardon to its possessor much extravagance and error - nay, even

more serious transgressions’. He exhorts Shelley and his critic to consider this:

30 yohn Gibson Lockhart, ‘dlastor; or, the Spirit of Solitude’, BEM, November 1819, p. 153.
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let it encourage the one to walk onwards to his bright destiny, without turning

into dark or doubtful or wicked ways - let it teach the other to feel a proper sense
of his own insignificance, and to be ashamed, in the midst of his own weaknesses

and deficiencies and meannesses, to aggravate the faults of the highly-gifted, and
to gloat with a sinful satisfaction on the real or imaginary debasement of genius

and intellect.”’

Thus here we have the strange spectacle of a Tory reviewer, in a virulently Tory
periodical, defending a radical atheist from the attacks of another Tory reviewer during a
period of intense political unrest and partisanship, when one would expect political
allegiances to be at their strongest. These reviews do not seem to square with modern
critical representations of the ‘fractured’ public sphere of the early nineteenth century, in
which criticism was ‘unabashedly political’.’? However, they are totally consistent with
the various complaints about contemporary periodical criticism to be found in
Blackwood’s. Again one should note the sanctified quality of genius, which allows ‘its
possessor’ to be forgiven even “serious transgressions’ - and those who fail to forgive the
man of genius reveal their own deficiencies. The forgiveness of Shelley is carried out by
Lockhart on an epistemological level, through the construction of the category of the
pure aesthetic, separate from the poet’s ‘moral character’ or political beliefs. By placing
Shelley’s poetic gifts in this category, he redeems him for a Tory readership by divesting
his work of the radical political themes which, for modern critics, are so integral to it.
But this begs the question of why Blackwood'’s treats Shelley in this way, and yet also
contains ad hominem attacks on ‘Cockney’ writers, which are clearly motivated by
political and class prejudice. If the Shelley reviews bear out the magazine’s claims to be

carrying out, at least at times, a new sort of criticism that respects and celebrates creative

endeavour, regardless of its source - even if this is at the cost of ‘cleansing’ it of

unfortunate associations - then why are Keats and Hunt not subject to a similar process?

Nibid, p. 154.
szTerry Eagleton, The Function of Criticism: From ‘The Spectator’ to Post-Structuralism (London: Verso, 1984), p. 38.
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Blackwood’s treatment of Shelley was noticed by contemporaries, in some cases
with a degree of cynicism. In June 1820, William Hazlitt, who by this time had been

warring with the magazine for nearly two years, claimed that its support of the poet was

due entirely to his social background:

It is name, it is wealth, it is title and influence that mollifies the tender-hearted
Cerberus of criticism [...] This is the reason why a certain Magazine praises Percy

Bysshe Shelley, and villifies [sic] ‘Johnny Keats:’ they know very well that they
cannot ruin the one in fortune as well as in fame, but they may ruin the other in

both.*

In his review of Prometheus Unbound, Lockhart angrily denied Hazlitt’s accusation and

defended Blackwood’s’ conduct towards Hunt, Keats, and Shelley.> But there is no
doubt that Blackwood’s writers tended to have an elevated respect for rank and, as
recent critics have shown, the ‘Cockney School’ articles are riven with class prejudice.”
Such prejudice may well have influenced the Shelley reviews; for unlike the Cockneys, he

is ‘a scholar, a gentleman, and a poet’.

Another reason was mooted by the poet himself in a letter to Charles Ollier;
pleasantly surprised by the review of The Revolt of Islam, Shelley states that ‘the article
in Blackwood could not have been written by a favourer of the Government and a
religionist’, and asks his publisher, ‘is it not some friend in disguise and don’t you know
who wrote it?”%” Writing nine months later, in August 1820, an anonymous reviewer in
the Honeycomb gave a similar explanation for this strange anomaly, arguing that there
must be ‘some secret machinery’ in operation, ‘some friend behind the scenes, or some

working of personal interest, which thus induces that magazine for once to throw aside

53william Hazlitt, *On the Qualifications Necessary for Success in Life’, CWH, XII, 208. First published in the London Magazine.

>4 BEM, September 1820, pp. 686-87.

SSSee especially Jeffrey N. Cox, Poetry and Politics in the Cockney School (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), chapter 1.
56Lockhart, De Quincey, and possibly Wilson, ‘Observations on the Revolt of Islam’, p. 482.

57 etter to Charles Ollier, December 15 [or 25], 1819 in The Complete Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley, ed. by Roger Ingpen and
Walter E. Peck, 10 vols (London: Emnest Benn, 1965), X, 134.
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the trammels of party prejudice, and to do justice to a man who even advocates the
French Revolution’.”® When this passage was written, there was indeed a “secret
machinery’. Charles E. Robinson has shown that towards the end of 1819 William
Blackwood made contact with Charles Ollier, Shelley’s publisher. They began
corresponding and Blackwood became Ollier’s Scottish agent. Thus in 1820, Blackwood
‘was not only advertising, selling, and reviewing Shelley’s works (and those of Ollier’s
other authors) but also announcing in the Edinburgh advertisements that he was
co-publishing Shelley with the Olliers’.”” It is possible that the reviewer quoted above
may have known something about this arrangement.

Clearly, the treatment of Shelley by Blackwood’s was overdetermined, a function
of a number of different factors including his social class, the relationship with Ollier, his
distance from the cut and thrust of British literary culture, and, I certainly believe, a
genuine pleasure on the part of Lockhart, De Quincey, and Wilson in Shelley’s poetic
gifts. But the motivation behind the reviews is not as important as the language in which
they are written and thus the discursive possibilities that are present. What matters is that

Blackwood’s was consistently willing to distinguish Shelley’s artistic abilities from his

political philosophy, and his personal morality. These distinctions were impossible for
Coleridge in the Quarterly Review.

In Blackwood'’s, the creative artist, particularly the poet, is generally granted a
much higher status than in the pages of the Reviews. This approach is very clear in some
of the theoretical articles to be found in the magazine, but is actually put into practice in

its dealings with Shelley. In these reviews, we see Blackwood'’s actively trying to break

free from the dominance of contemporary literary culture by party politics, a project

58<Portraits of the Metropolitan Poets, No. I1I, Mr Percy Bysshe Shelley’, The Honeycomb, 12 August 1820, pp. 65-72; quoted in Percy
Bysshe Shelley, Poems and Prose, ed. by Timothy Webb (London. J. M. Dent, 1995), p. 496.

5 <percy Bysshe Shelley, Charles Ollier, and William Blackwood: the contexts of early nineteenth-century publishing® in Shelley
Revalued: Essays from the Gregynog Conference, ed. by Kelvin Everest (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1983), pp. 183-226 (p.
198).
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which it made one of its major selling points. However, as we have seen, whilst on the
one hand, the Shelley reviews sought to support this aim, this was only feasible by
depoliticising the poet’s genius. The only way in which ‘a favourer of the Government
and a religionist’ could criticise him favourably was by arguing that Shelley’s politics and
poetry should be viewed entirely separately. Thus in the hands of Blackwood'’s, the
apparent emancipation of literary criticism from politics was ultimately a cc;nservative
strategy. Literary genius was only allowed freedom in so far as it did not transgress
against the respect for Church and State that the journal argued was fundamental to

British culture.

Another important magazine in the movement away from the politicisation of
literary culture was Baldwin’s London Magazine, founded in 1820 in order that,
according to its prospectus, the metropolis should no longer ‘remain unrepresented in
the now strenuous competition of Periodical Literature’.®® Although its sales were much
lower than Blackwood'’s (around two thousand), it contained much of the best prose
writing of the period, including Lamb’s Essays of Elia, Hazlitt’s Table-Talk, and De
Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater. Like its Scottish rival, the London
positioned itself against its periodical competitors by emphasising its lack of partisanship,
and support for true genius. Its talented editor, John Scott, expressed his desire ‘to give
a free, independent and honest tone to literary discussion’, and after a year of
publication, claimed proudly that ‘we have not made a single dead set at an author since
we started’.® In his rather belated review of Keats’s Endymion, P. G. Patmore
complained that the periodical press frequently sought to make criticism ‘a means of
depressing true genius’ and this theme was continued by Scott a few months later.5? The
%0 John Scott, “Preface’, LM, 1, p. iv.

%1 <Our Arrears’, LM, December 1820, p. 626.
62‘Endymion, A Poetic Romance’, LM, April 1820, p. 380.
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London’s editor attacked partisan reviewing, and included Blackwood'’s Magazine in his

admonitions:

We consider it one of the worst signs of these, the worst times which England,
we are afraid, has ever seen, that the miserable selfishness of political party has
erected itself into a literary authority, and established, by means of popular

channels, the most direct and easy access to the public ear on literary questions.
The provocation, we allow, is reciprocal: the vanity of the Examiner manifests

just as great a deficiency in real candour as 1s apparent in the bitter spite of the
Quarterly, or the merry ruffianism of Blackwood. But the distinct consciousness

of depravity in the two latter, which must accompany them in many of their
lucubrations, gives a blacker feature to their conduct.®

Two months later, Scott launched a powerful and sustained attack on

Blackwood’s, accusing its writers of fraud, misuse of anonymity, ‘the most licentious
personal abuse’ and so on. He particularly took issue with the ‘Cockney School’ articles,
claiming that they were entirely ad hominem attacks which contained no ‘genuine
criticism’. He repeated and elaborated on these accusations in the following two
numbers.* At this point literary warfare spilled into real violence; a painfully confused
series of discussions between Lockhart, Scott and their representatives resulted in a

grotesquely mismanaged duel between Scott and Lockhart’s friend, Christie, at Chalk
Farm in February 1821. Scott was fatally wounded. His death is a well-known example

of the wanton excesses of literary warfare in the early nineteenth century.® What has not
been noted is the sad irony that both Lockhart and Scott, as critics, claimed to be
motivated by the same desire; promoting genius through literary journalism that was free
of the influence of political allegiances. Their conflict should not be seen as proving this

stance to be a sham, but rather as showing that, although the relative autonomy of the

631 ohn Scott, ‘Keats’s Poems’, LM, September 1820, p. 315. Scott could also be critical of the Edinburgh Review, sce his article
‘Living Authors No. II: Wordsworth’, LM, March 1820, pp. 275-85.

64S»ee John Scott, ‘Blackwood’s Magazine’, LM, November 1820, pp. 509-21; ‘The Mohock Magazine®, LM, December 1820, pp.
666-85 and ‘The Mohocks’, LM, January 1821, pp. 76-77.

65 A detailed account of the duel and the events leading up to it can be found in Patrick O’Leary, Regency Editor: The Life of John
Scott (Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press, 1983), chapters 8 and 9.
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literary field did increase during the Romantic period, this shift was slow, limited, and
always partially compromised.

At the same time as Scott was announcing that the London sought to give a new
tone to literary discussion, a similar change was occurring in the case of one of its
principal rivals, the New Monthly Magazine. This was founded i 1814 by the publisher
Henry Colburn as a strongly Tory opponent to Sir Richard Phillips’s liberal Monthly
Magazine. But in 1821, the Whiggish poet Thomas Campbell became editor and the
journal was re-titled the New Monthly Magazine and Literary Journal. Under
Campbell’s editorship, it became much less politically engaged and quickly attracted a
number of the best writers, including Hazlitt, Lamb and Stendhal. In the ‘Preface’ to the

relaunched New Monthly, Campbell was keen to emphasise that this was no longer a

partisan journal, and stated that

it does not follow, from the general utility of political discussion, that it should

invariably pervade every species of literary composition, or that there should be
no calm spot in the world of periodical literature where all minds of common

charity and candour may meet without the asperities of party feeling.*
The transformation of the New Monthly from a fiercely political organ into a fashionable
miscellany that sought to avoid political controversy can, I think, be taken as an extreme
example of the changes that were happening across literary culture at the beginning of
the 1820s, as the political ferment of the post-war years began to subside. Colburn was
extremely sensitive to market conditions and was clearly aware that readers were

becoming less interested in political discussion. However, this hiatus was short-lived; the

founding of the Westminster Review in 1824 not only marked the entry of a powerful

progressive voice into the field of periodical literature, but also the slow stirrings of a

% T homas Campbell, *Preface’, NMM, 1821, p. v.
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new agitation in the public sphere which was eventually to lead to the Reform Bill of

1832.%7

IV

‘Genius’ was a key term in the literary criticism of the late Romantic period, but, as we
saw in the case of Francis Jeffrey, some writers viewed 1t with suspicion. In 1812,
Barbara Hofland published the first of many editions of her popular conduct novel, The
Son of a Genius.%® This attempted to teach young people that intellectual gifts were

useless without self-control, humility, and religious feeling. The genius of the title, a
gifted painter called Mr Lewis, eventually drags his family into penury because of his

belief that the ‘super-excellence of possessing Genius’ means that he does not need to

work hard, or conduct his affairs with prudence.® His wife, however, is determined to

prevent her son from following in his father’s footsteps:

[she] had some portion of that finer perception of beauty and excellence, which,
in whatever path it walks, may be designated genius: but she had an aversion to
the word, amounting almost to horror, from having observed its application tend
to injure either nearly, or remotely, every one to whom it had been her lot to see
it applied; and as it was ever in her mind associated with imprudence, imbecility,
folly, or vice, was made the excuse for one man’s eccentricities, another man’s
errors, and not unfrequently the crimes of a third; 1t was no wonder that she
shrunk from its application to a son [...] We flatter ourselves every young person
who like him has been praised for this rare, indefinite, and often blameably
extolled quality so much the subject of attention in the present day, will see the
folly of depending upon it either for happiness, or respectability, in this world,
and the sin of making it an excuse for neglecting that “which is to come”.,”

67 For the Westminster, see George L. Nesbitt, Benthamite Reviewing (New York: Columbia University Press, 1934). Andrew
Hemingway has discussed its attitude towards genius in ‘Genius, Gender and Progress: Benthamism and the Arts in the 1820s’, Arf

History, 16 (1992), 61946.
68 Hofland’s follow-up novel, The Daughter of a Genius, which also went through many editions, was first published in 1823.

65;‘Bal’(:mra Hofland, The Son of a Genius: A Tale for the Use of Youth (London: J. Harris, 1812), p. 88.
.bid,, pp. 4-5.



46

Hofland’s main target is similar to Jeffrey’s: contemporary belief in ‘the dispensing

power of genius’. The interest of the novel lies, I think, in its ambivalence about the
nature of genius. In the passage above, Hofland reduces it to simply a form of taste, and
at one point in the story, Mrs Lewis tells her son that the attainments of great men are
the result of ‘a decided preference for a particular art or science’, combined with hard
work: ‘this preference is called aste, and united with perseverance, it produced that
superiority which became genius®.” But at other times, Hofland clearly accepts that
people do have high mental abilities without having worked for them:

in proportion as the mind is endued with higher powers, and acuter sensibilities, it

is annoyed with stronger passions, and more dangerous propensities, and calls in
a more peculiar manner for the controul of reason, and the aids<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>