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Preface

This book and its successor trace the shape of an argument implicit in
certain works of Western culture following the challenges to conven-
tional approval of rational consciousness at the time of the French
Revolution. The overall argument throughout is that the writers chiefly
covered were responding to a contemporary perception that the
mental structures created in such activity were not always adequate to
the representation of all that was involved in the human psyche.

For some English writers particularly, the possibility that rational
consciousness might need to be subsumed into a total sense of Being –
in which the human might even be linked to the divine – was promi-
nent. Although an intuition of the kind can be traced in Blake, the
writer most responsible for articulating and developing it was
Coleridge, his notable interest in psychology, particularly the unusual
phenomena associated with animal magnetism, leading him to investi-
gations that bordered constantly on pantheism before his religious
experience convinced him that although the creative human imagina-
tion might reflect that of the creator God the only form of Being with
which human beings could properly form a relationship was that of a
morally judging Divinity. His earlier speculations, closer to pantheism
yet resisting it, provided a powerful stimulus to Wordsworth’s own
ideas concerning Nature, with the result that ‘Being’ became for a time
a centrally important word in the vocabulary of both poets. This is true
not only of some memorable poems of the time but of The Prelude,
occurring crucially in central passages where Wordsworth attempts to
interpret his experiences. Yet despite their common use of the word,
there was a crucial disparity between their usages, fruitful not only in
the nature of Coleridge’s influence on future writers, but in fore-
shadowing the form that twentieth-century discussions of ‘Being’
would take.

In two subsequent chapters use of the word ‘Being’, as such, becomes
less prominent, but the underlying issues persist. Two major succes-
sors, Keats and De Quincey, each of whom encountered Coleridge at a
crucial stage of his development, were both strongly drawn by the
stimulus of his psychological discourse into speculations of his own
concerning the existential significance of experiences in the uncon-
scious. In Chapter 5 the actual word ‘Being’ moves again into the fore-
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ground with the contention that some of the Cambridge Apostles –
particularly Hallam and Tennyson – were drawn by way of discourses
which Coleridge was still delivering to the young men who visited him
in his old age to adopt the term as part of their own private ‘Apostolic’
vocabulary and their developing semi-mystical view of the world. 

More intense exploration of the issues involved had already taken
place earlier, however, in the interplay of mind between Shelley and
Byron, and their ability to neglect even potential dangers in pursuing
their respective concerns for the nature of Being, whether physical or
spiritual. The volume ends with some account of their extreme atti-
tudes, together with the effect of such discussions on the Mary Shelley
who was to live on after them.

I wish to acknowledge my gratitude to the organizers of various con-
ferences, including the annual Wordsworth Summer Conference in
Grasmere, the biennial Coleridge conference at Cannington, the con-
ference on English and German Romanticism at Houston and the All-
India Teachers Conference in India, where some ideas in the book were
given a first airing, Material in two chapters has been used for previous
pieces: The discussion of De Quincey first appeared in the Bicentenary
Studies of his work, edited by Robert Lance Snyder, and that of
Tennyson and the Cambridge Apostles in Tennyson: Seven Essays, edited
by Philip Collins. Both pieces, it is hoped, gain by being incorporated
in the fuller argument of the present volume, the discussions in which
are further complemented by those in a second, published simultane-
ously, Post-Romantic Consciousness: Dickens to Plath. This successor
examines the interest in the relationship between consciousness and
Being also shown by certain writers and thinkers from the mid-
nineteenth century to the present day, their critical attitudes to such
Romantic themes being matched, nevertheless, by evidences of a
continuing debt.
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