Romanticism in the Electronic Age
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Thinking Electronically

The computer has one foot in the Romantic period.  In December 1815, a few months before Byron left England following the breakdown of his marriage, his daughter Ada was born.  She grew up to become a competent mathematician, and worked with Charles Babbage (1791-1871) on programs for his Calculating Engines, generally considered the prototype of the modern computer; they were not built in Ada’s lifetime (she died in 1852).  

In the wider perspective we can also see that the romantic ethos has permeated the electronic realm.  Concepts of unity, community, fragmentation, and dispersal that structure discourse about computing, what it has or will make possible, come down to us from the romantic period.  As Richard Coyne showed in his book Technoromanticism (1999), the power of the computer has made it seem the agent of a new sensibility, one in which “the physical is transcended by information, providing opportunities for participation in a unity beyond the multiplicity and individuation of the material realm” (Coyne 47).  Perhaps the experience of romantic transcendence, whether through hypertext, virtual reality, or artificial intelligence, will one day be represented in cyberspace.

These two visions, that of Ada the programmer and the promise of cyberspace, mark the two ends of a continuum along which we can locate the achievements of electronic romanticism.  At the technical end we can find studies in text analysis, based on mathematical models of textual meaning.  At the other end lie experiments in hypertext, imaginative responses to the themes of a romantic writer: so far Shelley Jackson’s hypertext novel Patchwork Girl (1995) has been the most striking example, developing the abortive female monster of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein into a fully realized, if bizarre creature who lives for 175 years.  In between lie several other significant applications, in particular the creation of electronic editions of romantic writers that exploit the expressive or representational power of the computer.  

The two ends of the continuum are thus very different, suggesting that the first challenge faced by those employing the computer is to assess what kinds of thinking it makes possible.  This has been a source of contention.  Theorists such as George Landow assert that in its hypertext mode the computer models the functioning of language and thought, being associationist and decentering; on the other hand critics of this approach argue that hypertext trivializes or reifies thought.  In text analysis we count the patterns and distribution of words, usually aiming for a better understanding of the formal characteristics of a text.  But in separating words to count them do we not eliminate the power of the text as a literary work?  This is one way of pointing to the limitations of the computer as a tool for literary study, a tool that is not yet ready to replace the printed book, although it can supplement it in a number of important ways.  Because the computer has computational powers, has vast storage capacity, is interactive, and can be adapted to the personal needs of its user, we have expected much from it, perhaps prematurely.  But the development of more adequate resources and more powerful programs for romantic study undoubtedly lie in the future. 

In the following sections I offer a critical review of the main computer-related work in romanticism.  This will necessarily be highly selective.  A more comprehensive listing of resources and references will be found on the website that accompanies this chapter.

Text Analysis

The study of words and their distributions is the oldest literary application of the computer, dating back to the 1940s.  It has been employed to study distinctive features of an author’s style, to decide the authorship of disputed texts, and to examine the formal structures of a text.  It has made little headway with scholars in the mainstream of the literary discipline, being confined to the specialist prepared to invest time in preparing electronic texts and learning how to use (or write) the required programs.  This remains true in the example studies I will mention in a moment, but the advent of new programs for text analysis, including one Internet-based program, and the availability of numerous romantic texts in electronic form, may begin to open text analysis to wider use.  

The first three studies I will mention focus on Jane Austen’s novels.  The questions raised by text analysis methods can be illustrated by this short passage from Emma.  About a third of the way through the novel, during a visit to her house by Emma and Harriet Smith Miss Bates says:

Mrs. Cole was so kind as to sit some time with us, talking of Jane; for as soon as she came in, she began inquiring after her, Jane is so very great a favourite there.  Whenever she is with us, Mrs. Cole does not know how to shew her kindness enough; and I must say that Jane deserves it as much as any body can. (Vol. II, Chapter 1)

Miss Bates, we have been told earlier (12), “loved every body, was interested in every body’s happiness.”  Her vocabulary here is typical: her generosity to Mrs. Cole and to her niece Jane Fairfax is shown by such words as “favourite,” “kindness,” and “deserves.”  But Miss Bates’s words of goodwill are heard with an ironic ambience.  This is due not only to the situation (Emma’s dislike at having to listen to Jane’s letters) but to the connotations of a word such as “deserves.”  For example, in the first chapter Emma remarks of Mr. Elton: ‘I must look about for a wife for him. There is nobody in Highbury who deserves him.”  A little later we hear Emma deciding that Harriet Smith “must . . . deserve encouragement.”   The subtle moral conceptions (and misconceptions) of what is deserved resound through Austen’s novel, making Miss Bates’s evaluation of Jane Fairfax when we meet it very questionable.  Text analysis shows us that the word and its variants (deserves, deserved, deserving) occurs 43 times (0.027 percent of the 160, 498 words in Emma).  It appears to be one of the words distinctive to Austen, as we can see by comparing its frequency with some other novels: in Dickens’s Dombey and Son (359,031 words in length) it occurs only 27 times (0.008 percent); and in Bronte’s Wuthering Heights (117,276 words) it occurs 15 times (0.013 percent).

One of the first comparative studies of this kind with Jane Austen’s texts was that by Karl Kroeber, published in 1969.  He studied small groups of key words in the novels and compared their frequency with several other nineteenth century novels.  For instance, he showed that in comparison with George Eliot, Austen used a smaller pool of abstract nouns (such as ‘love,’ ‘manners,’ ‘sensibility,’); but used them more often, and in connection with social events and interactions; in contrast, Eliot’s nouns pointed more often to the examination of states of consciousness (201). 

The occurrences of a word or group of words can be studied with the help of a concordance program (for readily obtainable programs see Concordance or WordSmith; for an Internet program, see HyperPo).  A concordance will list each occurrence of a given word in a text, usually with a few words of context on each side.  It is thus useful for analysing the manner in which the word is used.  It also enables the reader to see where a given word is distributed across a text.  In Emma it is worth noting the uneven distribution of the “deserve” group of words: half occur in the last quarter of the novel where the moral conflicts of the plot are finally worked out; every main character, so to speak, gets what they deserve.  A concordance can also help analyse the environment within which a word occurs, that is, the co-occurring words, or all those words occurring within a span of up to (say) five words before the key word and five after.  It will sometimes be found that an author’s style is distinctive in this respect, that particular words will be associated more frequently than in the work of comparable authors.  

Many other kinds of analysis and comparison are possible on the basis of word frequencies.  One of the most detailed and elaborate studies, also based on Austen’s work, is that of J. F. Burrows.  He examines the most common, frequently occurring words – prepositions, pronouns, modal verbs (would, must, may, etc.) – and their role in developing the characters in Austen’s novels.  We behave as critics, says Burrows, as though these words, making up from two-fifths to a half of the text of a novel, were not really there.  In fact they make up the 30 or so commonest words not only in Austen’s but in any fiction text.  Burrows is able to show that in Austen’s work the use of a word such as “the” or “we” varies considerably from one character to another: such common words can thus be used to identify differences in the idiolects of characters (i.e., their particular speech patterns), and to trace shifts in idiolect over the course of a novel.

For example, he shows that in Emma, use of the first person singular and plural markedly distinguishes Miss Bates’s dialogue from other characters.  She uses the plural forms far more (especially ‘us’), and the singular forms far less (as can be seen in the passage cited earlier).  As Burrows explains, “The difference appears to arise from idioms that tend to objectify the family group for which she customarily speaks and tend to acknowledge a certain passivity or submissiveness as part of its inevitable role” (31).  Burrows’s  book develops its thesis primarily by describing the different statistical methods that were used in examining the Austen novels and comparing them with several others.  The reader thus needs a rather strong interest in Burrow’s statistical method to appreciate how the findings were reached, but there are numerous felicitous discussions as a result. 

A third study involving Austen by Mary DeForest and Eric Johnson is based on the lexical distinction between words originating in Latin or German sources.   The use of Latinate vocabulary tends to typify characters of higher class, education, and intellect.  In contrast, Germanic words tend to typify a popular dialect, those who work closer to the soil.   Their study enabled them to show the proportions of Latinate words in the dialogue of individual characters.  In the quotation from Miss Bates above, for example, three Latinate words occur: ‘inquiring,’ ‘favourite,’ and ‘deserve.’  

The proportion of Latinate words indicates the status of a given character.  Darcy, in the opening scenes of Pride and Prejudice, “barricades himself behind a wall of Latinate diction”; however, by the end of the novel the proportion has dropped over 9 per cent, corresponding with the amendment of his behaviour towards Elizabeth (393).  Latinate words also tend to characterize the insincere characters: Frank Churchill in Emma, Mary Crawford in Mansfield Park, Mr. Elliot in Persuasion (394).  The overall score for Latinate diction in Miss Bates’s speeches is about ten percentage points below the average for Austen’s novels.  Other text analysis studies with romantic authors include Nancy Ide and Thomas Rommel.

Digital Editions

Electronic versions of romantic texts are now widely available over the Internet.  Texts can be downloaded freely from several repositories, and guides to which texts are currently available can be found on The Voice of the Shuttle, or the Internet Public Library.  The copy of Emma I have, for example, was provided by the Gutenberg Project.  This is a plain copy of the text as it appears on the page; the only coding being the underscore mark to indicate words in italics.  Texts from other sources may be encoded: that is, special marks are placed within the text to indicate such structural and formal details as poem titles, chapters, stanzas, the use of italics, and the like.  I briefly describe encoding practices and their implications later in this chapter.

Many romantic texts have been “repurposed” to be read on the computer, but in this respect we find an interesting reconfiguration of the traditional romantic canon.  The area that has developed most actively has been the recovery and electronic publication of lesser-known or forgotten texts, especially by women writers.  Such texts have long been available outside copyright.  In contrast, texts by authors such as Wordsworth or Byron have been republished in edited, copyrighted editions, which places them outside the electronic domain.  Where electronic copies of the canonical writers exist they are usually based on out of copyright editions – a collected Wordsworth on the Internet, for example, is based on an edition of 1886.  There are a few exceptions: Graver and Tetreault’s multiple-version edition of Lyrical Ballads that I describe below is one.  This situation thus, ironically, privileges the lesser known writers and has undoubtedly been helpful in restoring them to the attention of readers and scholars.  The Brown Project, for example, now offers electronic copies of a wide range of women writers from the Romantic period.

The hypertext environment of the Internet provides a much less constrained context for presenting a text than does a printed book.  Several editors have taken advantage of this in significant ways, providing ancillary texts, variant versions, or graphical materials.  In the remainder of this section I describe three such editions: Vargo’s Barbauld, Graver and Tetreault’s Lyrical Ballads, and the Blake Archive. 

In writing about her work on, Lisa Vargo points to the virtues of the web in recovering the work of Anna Laetitia Barbauld (1743-1824).  Although one of the most widely read poets of her period, she was displaced later in the nineteenth century as the canon of male romantic poets came into place and virtually disappeared; thus there has been no continuous tradition of reading Barbauld as there has been for writers such as Wordsworth or Keats.  The web can help to create a sense of Barbauld’s original context: “The hypertext links we have assembled invite readers to navigate through a series of documents so as to work from a sense of reading the poems when they were [first] produced.”  This includes not only high quality facsimile images of each page from Barbauld’s first editions, but much other contemporary material and commentary.  For example, the short poem “On a Lady's Writing” in the Romantic Circles edition of Poems (1793), brings together images and texts in a hypertext environment: this, says Vargo, “is meant not only as a teaching tool, but as a model for hypertextual editing.”

Another notable electronic edition is the Lyrical Ballads by Bruce Graver and Ronald Tetreault, published (again) on Romantic Circles, but also bearing the imprint of Cambridge University Press.  First published in 1798 jointly  by Wordsworth and Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads went through three further editions with significant changes in 1800, 1802, and 1805, before the poems were repossessed for later publications by each poet separately.  The electronic edition is designed to provide access to all four editions and to enable the revisions to the poems to be examined.  Unlike a print edition, where the variants would be relegated to footnotes, the complete text of each edition is available, with the text of all four versions of a poem each visible in its own window.  A key to the variants is provided in another window at the left of the screen.  This “variant map,” as Tetreault calls it, “is an abstraction of the poem which does not privilege one version of the text over another and that piques the reader's curiosity by means of gaps in the text to pursue the significance of revisions made in successive versions.”  Unlike the use of footnotes, this design facilitates reading rather than interrupting it.  More important, it does not privilege one version of Lyrical Ballads over another, as a print edition is obliged to do. 

The third notable digital edition I will mention here is oriented towards presenting graphics.  The Blake Archive is a remarkable, ground-breaking endeavour designed to present copies of Blake’s illuminated works, as well as a number of other non-illuminated texts.  It also makes Blake’s texts available (based on a transcript of the text on each page).  Examining a particular text, such as The Book of Thel, provides a facsimile of the original page of the book as the primary focus.  The reader first selects an edition to examine – in the case of Thel, four copies are available.  Each page can be examined in turn.  Images can be shown on the computer screen at a resolution matching the original by invoking the Calibration Applet.  At the same time as viewing a page, the reader can request a textual transcription (this is one of the Text & Image Options available from a drop down menu on the lower left of the screen); since Blake’s own script is small and sometimes difficult to read directly, this is a useful supplement.  As there are four different copies of Thel, the reader can also call up two or more images of the same page side by side by clicking on Compare, then choosing which editions to examine.  The images are often surprisingly different, calling into question any single-edition copy of Blake’s work available in print.  For students who are developing their understanding of Blake’s graphics, the Image Descriptions are often very valuable, and in themselves an important work of scholarship: these explain what appears to be happening in an image, and relates it to the text of the poem.  For studying Blake’s graphical achievements, this Internet-based edition supersedes any paper-based edition.  A helpful recent account of the archive and its principles is provided by Morris Eaves and his colleagues.

Among non-Internet editions of romantic writing, the most comprehensive is Romanticism: The CD-ROM, edited by David Miall and DuncanWu (1997), distributed with Wu’s Romanticism: An Anthology, 2nd edition.  This includes numerous non-canonical texts relating to history, science, travel, Gothic fiction, etc., and an extensive archive of prints and paintings from the period.  At the time of writing, it seems probable that this will be replaced by an edition reformatted for web browsing.

Text Encoding

Each of the Internet editions I discussed in the previous section is based on text encoded in SGML (Standardized General Markup Language) or its derivatives (TEI and XML).  Unlike the HTML code that supports hypertext on the Internet, which is designed primarily for presentation and formatting, SGML allows a text’s structure to be captured and represented.  Moreover, the great advantage of SGML is its independence of any particular program or computing system.  As its proponents have argued, a text coded in SGML should in principle be extremely long lasting, accessible to all future programs that recognize SGML. 

The following small example will show how both structural and formatting codes can be provided.  Taken from British Women Romantic Poets, 1789-1832 (Shields Library, University of California, Davis), it is the first verse of “All Alone” from Mary Robinson’s Lyrical Tales (1800).  The verse appears on screen as follows:

ALL ALONE. 
I. 

Ah ! wherefore by the Church-yard side,
    Poor little LORN ONE, dost thou stray ?
Thy wavy locks but thinly hide
    The tears that dim thy blue-eye's ray;
And wherefore dost thou sigh, and moan,
And weep, that thou art left alone ?

This is controlled by the encoded text:

<DIV1 TYPE="poem">

<HEAD TYPE="stanza">

<HI REND="italics">ALL ALONE.</HI></HEAD>

<LABEL>I.</LABEL>

<LG TYPE="stanza">

<L>Ah ! wherefore by the Church&hyphen;yard side,</L>

<L REND="indent1">Poor little LORN ONE, dost thou stray ?</L>

<L>Thy wavy locks but thinly hide</L>

<L REND="indent1">The tears that dim thy blue&hyphen;eye's ray;</L>

<L>And wherefore dost thou sigh, and moan,</L>

<L>And weep, that thou art left alone ?</L></LG>

The opening code, DIV1, tells us that what follows is a poem; we will find a closing code at the end of the poem, </DIV1>.  The coding also tells us that the poem is divided into stanzas; a particular stanza is signified as a line group, <LG TYPE="stanza">.  Each line is given its own code, making it possible for the system to count and number lines if desired.  The formatting code, <L REND="indent1">, is used to indicate indentation of the second and fourth lines.  In the system that interprets the codes for the screen, indent1 has been set to shift a line two spaces to the right.  Behind the coding itself lies the Document Type Definition or DTD, a formal declaration of what codes are included in the given text and what their allowable properties are.  SGML encoding not only forms the basis for formatting or printing a text; it also provides much more control over the kind of searches that a student might want to undertake, since in providing structural codes it creates something like a database; thus, a search could be based on several fields with various combinations of search terms.  For example, we could ask how often does Emily Brontë end a poem with the word ‘again’; or, how many six-line verses occur in Coleridge’s “The Ancient Mariner.”
SGML and its derivatives are based on a hierarchical model of a text: thus, within a book we find chapters, within which we find paragraphs, within which we find sentences.  While this model of text has been taken as exemplary by some scholars (e.g., Alan Renear), others (e.g., Jerome McGann) have pointed out that the meaning of literary texts is more diverse and ambivalent than current text encoding standards can accommodate.  While it is so far the best technology we have for presenting texts on the computer (especially as it is machine- and program-independent), it cannot yet be made to serve the interpretive functions that we depend on as readers.  McGann suggests that non-hierarchial markup models will eventually come to dominate, since literary texts so often present features that overlap, cutting across hierarchical structures (21-22).  In addition, while SGML can indicate links to other media, such as images or sound files, it provides as yet no tools for encoding them as it does for text.

In practical terms, while students of romanticism will encounter SGML-encoded texts on the Internet, at the moment software for exploiting the power of the coding is hard to obtain, unless built into an application such as the Blake Archive.  But this is likely to change in the near future: the Orlando Project, for example, will soon make available over the web its richly encoded text and database of information on British women writers, including many from the romantic period.  Other SGML-based applications are also in the offing.

Romanticism on the Internet

A wide array of romantic texts and secondary materials is now available over the Internet.  As with all Internet sources, students must know how to evaluate them: before using a web site for study it should be examined for reliability (whether it originates from an authoritative scholarly source, such as a library or university), and whether it is current (up to date, not superseded by other, later research).  These decisions may not always be easy to make: even when a university hosts the site, much material is posted by students and may not be well-researched.  Where possible, quotations or factual materials should be cross-referenced against other sources.  In the following paragraphs I mention several notable sources; even these, however, as I will mention, are not without error.

Romantic Circles is currently the most elaborate set of resources on the web.  It provides editions of several primary texts edited to a high standard, collections of scholarly essays on specific topics, information on romantic publications (monographs, anthologies), and materials for high school students.  The resources are invariably well-designed and highly reliable.  Apart from the Blake Archive, it is perhaps the best place to see the expressive powers of the web in presenting romantic materials.  In the High School project participating schools make use of the resources in the design of English courses on early nineteenth century literature, and students participate in online discussions with Romantic scholars through a live discussion facility, or MOO (see Walton and Bork).

The Romanticism Chronology, hosted by the University of California at Santa Barbara, provides a detailed, year by year outline of events, publications, and people.  Well designed and easy to use, it draws on a database of information that is formatted for the screen whenever the user makes a request.  It can be searched like a database, with word combinations in different fields.  A simple search can often provide a wealth of helpful information: for example, searching on ‘Coleridge’ brings up 53 entries.  Read in sequence these provide a helpful overview of Coleridge’s life and main publications, although (oddly) omitting to provide his date of birth.

For each entry, a “Details” link on the left does not, as one might expect, provide further detail of the event, but more general information; for writers, a list of references to primary and secondary texts is shown, with links to Internet resources for the writer, thus the Chronology can often provide a useful departure point for further research.  Not all “Details” provide further information, and there are occasional errors: Maturin’s Bertram (1816) is a play, not a novel.  The Chronology can also be organized by Topic, although this is somewhat uneven in scope and requires further development.  For example, while “Abolition” is richly furnished with 75 entries, “Gothic” is limited to 11, all entries being titles of Gothic novels from Walpole (1765) to Peacock (1831).  Some of the key novels in the genre are missing, such as Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho (1974).  Entries can occasionally be misleading: against June 1816 Byron’s movements are described: “after touring the Alps and visiting the Chateau de Chillon with Percy Shelley, Byron leaves for Italy at the end of the year.”  The visit to Chillon occurred during a tour of Lake Geneva with Shelley, June 22-30; the tour of the Alps occurred after Shelley had left for England, September 17-29.  Users of the Chronology should thus treat it with caution, but as the major searchable database for romanticism it is often very helpful; and nothing similar to it is available elsewhere.

Women of the Romantic Period is based on The Unsex'd Females by Richard Polwhele.  A poem of 206 lines published in 1798, it consists mainly of hostile references to contemporary women writers.  But the editors have designed the website in order to foreground the women writers derided by Polwhele and provide some information about them: this includes short biographical entries and online references to their writing, where this is available.  The reader can thus consider Polwhele’s criticism in the light of each woman’s actual achievement.  The site is, of course, limited to considering only those writers mentioned by Polwhele.

A major source for critical work on the romantic period is the online journal Romanticism on the Net.  Since its inception in 1996 it has become a vehicle for publication by many leading romantic scholars; it also includes valuable full-length book reviews in each issue.

Students will find many other romantic resources on the Internet.  The Voice of the Shuttle provides a generally reliable and up-to-date index of what is available (the Shuttle is itself the brainchild of a well-known romantic scholar, Alan Liu).  The web has played a major role in opening up the traditional canon of romantic writing to work by other writers.  As the organizers of a conference session on the issue noted in 1996, entitled “The Canon and the Web,” the web is

a medium that at least in principle does away with space limitations, rethinks the logic of the ‘page’ (the result of a centuries old negotiation between textual, visual, and oral media with their affiliated population groups), diminishes the role of capitalized middlemen (editors and publishers), has no permanence, and resists hierarchical structure.

Romantic scholars have been at the forefront in envisioning how the Internet can serve our discipline and in providing innovative resources.  The present moment is thus a particularly interesting time, with new materials appearing online, and new configurations of romantic topics and historical contexts that can only be realized in the electronic medium.  Whatever it becomes, it is clear that the advent of the Internet has already had a major impact in changing what we understand by Romanticism.

Learning How

Many resources are now available over the Internet for students wishing to do more than use the Internet to read.  For work in text analysis, HyperPo can be used freely over the Internet with a text either on the user’s own hard drive or the Internet (noting that the program is still under development, and is not yet entirely reliable).  The Concordance program can be downloaded and used free for a trial period.  By using the Help facility a student can quickly learn how to prepare a text and create a concordance.  For an overview of research on text analysis Susan Hockey’s book Electronic Texts in the Humanities (2000) provides a rich source of examples and ideas.

An increasing number of teachers and students of romanticism are now making use of the Internet to reshape the classroom.  While it has become common for the syllabus and some reading materials to be placed on an Internet course site, students can also be asked to post their essays or other written work on the web, making it available not only to their fellow students but to anyone else who cares to read it.  For web authoring many products are now available; at the time of writing Dreamweaver offers a powerful and readily learned tool (it can also be downloaded and used free for a limited period).  Assessed work may take more varied forms than the conventional essay: students might provide an annotated edition of a romantic text, or a hypertext collection of texts and images around a historical topic, perhaps working in a small group rather than individually.  An interesting brief account is provided by Joel Haefner, who lists a number of possible approaches to a hypertext edition of Charlotte Smith’s poem “Beachy Head.”  Students’ work can also, of course, be maintained on the web after a particular course is over, and even added to by later students.  Miall and Wu’s Romanticism: The CD-ROM contains a separate section with advice and suggestions for carrying out projects on romantic topics.

On the horizon lie better tools and environments for the study of literary and other texts.  The organizing concept on the Internet will the portal, a gateway offering a range of texts, programmable procedures, and outputs that users will be able to personalize to facilitate their specific interests.  While there seems no immediate likelihood that the book will soon disappear, or that we will be able to work without the library, the Internet portal will in time provide a conducive environment for much basic study of romantic texts and the production of hypertext essays or resources.  Students interested in monitoring these possibilities and studying current resources will find an annotated list of links on the webpage accompanying this chapter.
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