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LATE ROMANTICISM AND THE END
OF POLITICS

In the late Romantic age, demands for political change converged
with thinking about the end of the world. This book examines
writings by Lord Byron, Mary Shelley, and their circle that imagined
the end, from poems by Byron that pictured fallen empires, sinking
islands, and dying stars to the making and unmaking of populations
in Frankenstein and The Last Man. These works intersected with and
enclosed reflections upon brewing political changes. By imagining
political dynasties, slavery, parliament, and English law reaching an
end, writers challenged liberal visions of the political future that
viewed the basis of governance as permanently settled. The prospect
of volcanic eruptions and biblical deluges, meanwhile, pointed
toward new political worlds, forged in the ruins of this one. These
visions of coming to an end acquire added resonance in our own time,
as political and planetary end-times converge once again.
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Binghamton University. He is the author of Disaffected Parties:
Political Estrangement and the Making of English Literature, 1760—
1830 (2019). His articles and essays on the Byron circle, party politics,
political emotion, and the future of democracy have appeared in
ELH, Nineteenth-Century Literature, The Byron Journal, The New
Rambler, and Public Books.
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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 what Wordsworth 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 reform movement 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 Frankenstein and Biographia
Literaria; gender relations in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and Don Juan;
journalism by Cobbett and Hazlitt; and 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 commentary 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 challenging
corpus of Romantic writings and with the changing field of criticism they have
helped to shape. As with other literary series published by Cambridge University
Press, 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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