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PRINT AND PERFORMANCE IN THE 1820s

During the 1820s, British society saw transformations in technology,
mobility, and consumerism that accelerated the spread of informa-
tion. This timely study reveals how bestselling literature, popular
theatre, and periodical journalism self-consciously experimented
with new media. It presents an age preoccupied with improvisation
and speculation – a mode of behaviour that dominated financial and
literary markets, generating reflections on risk, agency, and the
importance of public opinion. Print and Performance in the 1820s
interprets a rich constellation of fictional texts and theatrical produc-
tions that gained popularity among middle-class metropolitan audi-
ences through experiments with intersecting fantasy worlds and
acutely described real worlds. Providing new contexts for figures
such as Byron and Scott, and recovering the work of lesser-known
contemporaries including Charles Mathews’s character impersona-
tions and the performances of celebrity improvvisatore Tommaso
Sgricci, Angela Esterhammer explores the era’s influential representa-
tions of the way identity is constructed, performed, and perceived.

angela esterhammer, frsc, is Professor of English and Com-
parative Literature at the University of Toronto and General Editor of
the Edinburgh Edition of the Works of John Galt. Her previous books
include The Romantic Performative: Language and Action in British and
German Romanticism (2000), Romanticism and Improvisation, 1750–1850
(2008), and the edited volume Romantic Poetry: Comparative History of
Literatures in European Languages (2002).
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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, 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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