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This original book examines the way in which the Romantic
period’s culture of posterity inaugurates a tradition of writing
which demands that the poet should write for an audience of the
future: the true poet, a figure of neglected genius, can only be prop-
erly appreciated after death. Andrew Bennett argues that this
involves a radical shift in the conceptualisation of the poet and
poetic reception, with wide-ranging implications for the poetry and
poetics of the Romantic period. He surveys the contexts for this
transformation of the relationship between poet and audience,
engaging with issues such as the commercialisation of poetry, the
gendering of the canon, and the construction of poetic identity.
Bennett goes on to discuss the strangely compelling effects which
this new reception theory produces in the work of Wordsworth,
Coleridge, Keats, Shelley and Byron, who have come to embody,
for posterity, the figure of the Romantic poet.

Andrew Bennett is Reader in English Literature at the University
of Bristol. His previous books include Keats, Narrative and Audience:
The Posthumous Life of Whiting (1994), and with Nicholas Royle
Elizabeth Bowen and the Dissolution of the Novel: Still Lives (1995) and An
Introduction to Luterature, Criticism and Theory: Key Critical Concepls (1995
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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 formi-
dable 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 what Wordsworth
called those ‘great national events’ that were ‘almost daily taking place’: the
French Revolution, the Napoleonic and American wars, urbanisation, industri-
alisation, religious revival, an expanded empire abroad and the reform move-
ment at home. This was an enormous ambition, even when it pretended
otherwise. The relations between science, philosophy, religion and literature
were reworked in texts such as Frankenstemn and Biographia Literaria; gender rela-
tions in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and Don jfuan; journalism by Cobbett
and Hazlitt; poetic form, content and style by the Lake School and the Cockney
School. Outside Shakespeare studies, probably no body of writing has pro-
duced such a wealth of response or done so much to shape the responses of
modern criticism. This indeed is the period that saw the emergence of those
notions of ‘literature’ and of literary history, especially national literary history,
on which modern scholarship in English has been founded.

The categories produced by Romanticism have also been challenged by recent
historicist arguments. The task of the series is to engage both with a challeng-
ing corpus of Romantic writings and with the changing field of criticism they
have helped to shape. As with other literary series published by Cambridge, this
one will represent the work of both younger and more established scholars, on
either side of the Atlantic and elsewhere.
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