
ROMANTIC TRAGEDIES

Troubled politically and personally, Wordsworth and Coleridge
turned in 1797 to the London stage. Their respective tragedies, The
Borderers and Osorio, were set in medieval Britain and early modern
Spain to avoid the Lord Chamberlain’s censorship. Drury Lane
rejected both, but fifteen years later, Coleridge’s revision, Remorse,
had spectacular success there, inspiring Shelley’s 1819 Roman tra-
gedy, The Cenci, aimed for Covent Garden. Reeve Parker makes a
striking case for the power of these intertwined works, written
against British hostility to French republican liberties and Regency
repression of home-grown agitation. Covertly, Remorse and
The Cenci also turn against Wordsworth. Stressing the significance
of subtly repeated imagery, as well as resonances with Virgil,
Shakespeare, Racine, Jean-François Ducis, and Schiller, Parker’s
close readings – boldly imaginative and decidedly untoward – argue
that at the heart of these tragedies lie powerful dramatic uncertainties
driven by unstable passions, what he calls (adapting Coleridge’s
phrase for sorcery) “dark employments.”

reeve parker is Professor of English Emeritus at Cornell
University, and is also a life member of Clare Hall, University of
Cambridge.
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This series aims to foster the best new work in one of the most challenging fields
within English literary studies. From the early 1780s to the early 1830s a formidable
array of talented men and women took to literary composition, not just in poetry,
which some of them famously transformed, but in many modes of writing. The
expansion of publishing created new opportunities for writers, and the political
stakes of what they wrote were raised again by whatWordsworth called those “great
national events” that were “almost daily taking place”: the French Revolution, the
Napoleonic and American wars, urbanization, industrialization, religious revival, an
expanded empire abroad and the reformmovement at home. This was an enormous
ambition, even when it pretended otherwise. The relations between science, philo-
sophy, religion, and literature were reworked in texts such as Frankenstein and
Biographia Literaria; gender relations in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and
Don Juan; journalism by Cobbett andHazlitt; poetic form, content and style by the
Lake School and the Cockney School. Outside Shakespeare studies, probably no
body of writing has produced such a wealth of comment or done so much to shape
the responses of modern criticism. This indeed is the period that saw the emergence
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helped to shape. As with other literary series published by Cambridge, this one
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side of the Atlantic and elsewhere.
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by Desenne and Lignon, from Oeuvres (1813) Vol. 2
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