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The British Romantic Period is defined as a time of liberation, revolution, uniqueness, and freedom. The artists of the time, much like their political and militant contemporaries, were swept up into the world of testing the waters, liberating the enslaved, eating the opium, and embracing the grossly misrepresented “East”.  With writers such as Coleridge, Keats, and Wordsworth, the “spirit of the age” was depicted in poetry through the sublime and drug-induced imagination.  Anna Letitia Barbauld asserted her views on abolition and her disgust for England's treatment of slaves through her poetry. However, despite the supposed liberation and freedom of the time, the women of the English  world were still as oppressed as ever through the words of the Romantic writers.  Although the Romantic period touts a “spirit of the age” which empowered men towards liberation, this empowerment was biased, as women were repeatedly vilified in the poetry of both male and female writers of the time.  This biased liberation shows that despite the boasted freedom and exploration of the time, women were still considered evil, manipulative, and undeserving of a world without oppression. 


The period of British Romantic poetry was short lived but not at all lacking in unique poets or paths left untraveled.  Although few in number, and relatively uncelebrated, there were active,female writers of the time. Political movements and moral issues,(supplemented by the sublime, and hallucinogenics) were the Muses for the diverse poets of the time,as The Romantic Period, of The Norton Anthology of English Literature states. “The imagination of many Romantic period writers was preoccupied with revolution, and from that fact and idea they derived the framework that enabled them to think of themselves as inhabiting a distinctive period in history” (Stillinger 7). These poets knew that they were living in a time of great change, and could see that it was not always necessary to be a person of great political power to be a catalyst in these changes. Their words could actually mean something. Unfortunately for women, their words still described 'the fairer sex' as monstrous, evil, and manipulative. 


Both female and male writers of the time participated in pouring negative images upon women.  In the Introduction to the Romantic Period, The Norton Anthology explains that there were few strains of commonality amongst the writers of this period.  “For much of the twentieth century, scholars singled out [six] poets...and constructed notions of a unified Romanticism on the basis of their works. But there were problems all along; even the two closest collaborations of the 1790s, Wordsworth and Coleridge, would fit no single definition” (Stillinger 1).  However, a definite current of the time was the scapegoating of women for all of the ills of empire.  


Anna Letitia Barbauld, an active female writer of the Romantic Period, doesn't even excuse herself from the woman-bashing in her Epistle to William Wilberforth, Esq. On the Rejection of the Bill for Abolishing the Slave Trade (for the remainder of the essay this will be referred to as simply Epistle). Although Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism calls her a “vocal critic of religious intolerance and the institution of slavery”, Barbauld fails to defend her own sex when she was fighting against the oppression of others (Whitaker 2). In her Epistle, Barbauld feminizes England as the blind-eyed slave owner, in opposition to the “Preacher, Poet, Senator” who has “rattled in her sight the Negro's chain”(Barbauld l. 3-4).  Presumably, the preacher and senator mentioned here are male, and heroic for their attempts to open England's eyes to her wrong doings (of course, the poet could be male or female, as a female poet is the author of the piece).  


It is strange that Barbauld aligns herself with the male agitators of England; she herself is one of the poets who is trying to awaken the British population to their error in judgment. Although Barbauld is clearly female, and clearly an activist, two facts that would normally suggest to one that the female sex is capable of positive action, she deliberately marks England, the enemy of her Epistle, as female. “She knows and she persists – Still Afric bleeds/ Unchecked, the human traffic still proceeds; / She stamps her infamy to future time / And on her harden'd forehead seals the crime” (Barbauld l.15-18). In the course of three lines, Barbauld uses a feminine pronoun five times, all in a negative context. In her support of William Wilberforth in his ventures towards abolition, she repeatedly blames her own sex for the moral downfall of her nation.


Now, it is quite possible that Barbauld was not entirely in the business of bringing hatred upon her sex. She was, after all, a product of her time. As cited by The Norton Anthology, “women in the Romantic period were provided only limited school, were subjected to a rigid code of sexual behavior, and (especially after marriage) were bereft of legal rights” (Stillinger 5).  If one is raised to see that women are in need of oppression, it is inevitable that one will adopt these beliefs as well. The Introduction continues on, saying that women of the time were bombarded with written testament that “insisted vehemently on the physical and mental differences between the sexes and instructed women that, because of these differences, they should accept that their roles in life involved child rearing, housekeeping, and nothing more” (Stillinger 5).  Perhaps Barbauld saw this expectation for female inactivity as a negative one, and thus related England's inaction against slavery as female behavior. 


Throughout this period, women were given the title of monster, demon, and slave owner. Barbauld puts the chains of slavery into the delicate, female hands of England, and later says to Wilberforth “See her, with indolence to fierceness join'd / of body delicate, infirm of mind, / With languid tones imperious mandates urge; / With arm recumbent wield the household scourge: / And with unruffled mien, and placid sounds, / Contriving torture, and inflicting wounds” (Barbauld l. 65-70).  Not unlike this, cold, calculating mistress of torture, is Keats' Lamia, the title character of his poem Lamia, who The Norton Anthology describes as “a monster in woman's form who preyed on human beings” (Stillinger 910).  Both descriptions abandon the idea of caring and nurturing women, and adopt the notion that women live to inflict pain on humans, presumably men, since they are the only humans that matter. 


John Keats was not immediately welcomed as one of the “big boys” in the Romantic Period. Although he only produced fifty-four poems during his four year career, Keats remains one of the more prominent Romantic writers still today (Lee 1).  His childhood was wrought with trauma, with the death of his father being followed quickly by the neglect and subsequent death of his mother. Perhaps it was his mother's lack of nurturing, motherly love that lead Keats to write a tale as misogynistic as Lamia. “His mother's hasty remarriage ended badly; she lost the stables and a portion of her inheritance, and then abandoned her family. When she returned four years later, she was dying of tuberculosis” (Lee 1).  Rather than protecting and caring for her children after the death of her husband,  the quick remarriage and squandering of the family assets of Keats' mother undoubtedly lead to his unhappy thoughts towards women. 


Although his family was, for the most part, able to stay afloat, Keats did not come from a well-to-do background and lacked the formal education shared by many of his contemporaries. Beth Lau, a critic of Keats' work, explains that this did not hinder his attempts to “write himself into English literature and society, against the odds of family, education,financial, and regional disadvantages” (Lee 3).  Keats was actively trying to break down the barriers of society for himself, but could not stand to do so for his female compatriots.  Throughout his poem Lamia, he exemplifies the misogynistic double standards that still oppress women today. 


John Keats' Lamia  repeatedly exemplifies the idea that while the Romantic period was a time where freedom should be celebrated, the freedom of women was not included.  Lamia, one of two females mentioned in the poem, is first seen in the form of a snake, a form she will later claim to be only temporary (Keats l. 45, l. 117).  Much like Milton's Satan, who temporarily embodies a serpent with the idea of causing the downfall of man in Paradise Lost (Milton B. 9, l. 83-98), and of course the serpent of Genesis 3.1, who was “more crafty than any other wild animal that god had made”, Keats is making every effort to show the reader that this serpent is more than it seems, and the female inside is evil (The New Oxford Annotated Bible Genesis 3.1).  To reiterate this connection, at line 55 Keats states “She seem'd, at once, some penanced lady elf; / Some demon's mistress, or the demon's self” (Keats l. 55-56).   Lamia, his title character, is evil itself, the lover of evil, or was once a woman so evil that she has been punished to slither along the earth's surface on her belly.  


The first words Lamia speaks to Hermes, when he comes upon her in snake form, are ones of trickery and manipulation. Without any kind of introduction, the very forward female asserts:“I had a splendid dream of you last night” (Keats l. 79).  No mortal woman could dream of a god or man whom she has never met, and so the reader must conclude that Lamia is either lying to Hermes, or has some kind of power of premonition.  This fear of witch craft and spells will continue throughout the poem, and show that Keats feels women are not trustworthy, and that it would not be wise for them to share the same freedoms as men. 


Several critics have commented on Keats' awkward and confusing approach to women. A quote from Keats' himself explains that he has “...not a right feeling towards women” (Lee 3).  Perhaps this confusion comes from resentment of his neglectful mother, combined with the natural feelings of sexual and emotional attraction a heterosexual man would feel towards a woman. One critic, Kelvin Everest, asserts that he “seems to have been more than unusually uncertain about his feelings towards women, whether as the objects of sexual desires, or as people” (Lee 3).   The confusion Keats felt about women have manifested itself as a resentment, as a puzzle or problem he could not solve, thus leaving him feeling manipulated and tricked by the female sex. 


Lamia's transformation from serpent form to female is perhaps the most telling of her true nature.  Once she is away from Hermes, she begins to transform, and while the colors associated with her snake skin were golden, green, and blue, with silver moons and dazzling hues (l. 46- 51), the colors and feelings associated with her transformation are drastically different. As she begins to change “her eyes in torture fix'd, and anguish drear, / Hot, glaz'd, and wide with lid-lashes all seared” (Keats l. 150-151).  Keats goes on to describe her change in pigment as “a deep volcanian yellow took the place / of all her milder-mooned body's grace; / And, as the lava ravishes the mead, / Spoilt all her silver mail, and golden brede” (Keats l. 155- 158).  As she changes from the phallic, cool, blue serpent, to the volcanic, fiery female destroying the beautiful chain-mail skin, Keats' ideas of male and female become quite clear. 


While Barbauld's women hold the chains of slavery, Lamia is a cruel mistress who always seeks to ensnare her lovers more acutely. “The cruel lady, without any show / of  sorrow for her tender favorite's woe, / but rather, if her eyes could brighter be, / With brighter eyes and slow amenity, / Put her new lips to his and gave afresh / The life she had so tangled in her mesh: / And as he from one trance was awakening/ into another” (Keats l. 290-297).  In this way, Barbauld and Keats incriminate women even further. Not only are they held to a different standard in the race for freedom, they are the ones actively holding back those who are so deserving of liberation. 


Finally, the opposition of Apollonious and Lamia creates an interesting commentary on Keats' life.  The biographical information provided by Poetry Criticism informs us that Keats was an apprentice to an apothecary-surgeon, and passed the exam needed to practice surgery (Lee 1).  Keats, of course, abandoned this work in favor of poetry. It is curious then, that Keats would portray Apollonious   who practices philosophy (a footnote informs the reader that this is “natural philosophy” or science (Keats 924.4)), as the hero, and Lamia, the “bohemian” of sorts, as the enemy. “Do not all charms fly/ at the mere touch of cold philosophy?...Philosophy will clip an Angel's wings, / Conquer all mysteries by rule and line” (Keats l. 229-235). It is under the eye of Apollonious that Lamia is discovered, and so the world of science and reason, the masculine world that Keats left behind, and that the wrongs are righted. What then does this say, about Keats, who has inadvertently aligned himself with the feminine monster he has created? Both Keats and Barbauld have fallen into the same trap; they have both played the role of misogynist, while both ending up marking themselves as part of the enemy. 


The British Romantic period of poetry told itself time and time again that it was for the liberators, the reformers, the experimenters, and the explorers.  However, in tossing off the chains of oppression, the Romantic poets simply added an extra burden to the poor females of the time, making the weight of their suppressors even more crushing. Anna Letitia Barbauld who so wished to escape her lot as an ensnared female, merely handed the prison key to the guard, blaming her own sex for the  moral defilement of England. John Keats, who strove to move beyond the social boundaries that threatened to hold him back from his poetic dreams, only did so by pushing down the supposedly evil and manipulative females of his time. Rather than a unifying Romanticism and “spirit of the age” current that runs through the work of these poets, there is a constant effort to vilify the women of the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century. As the spirited Romantic poets were breaking free  and escaping from the world of oppression, they were leaving behind the women whose backs' they stood on to reach the top. 
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