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WHEN CONSIDERING HOW ‘Romanticism Goes to University, I first recalled
the political upheavals that underpin the period. According to Walter Riiegg,
the French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars effe¢tively closed more than 40 per
cent of European universities." In such a turbulent political climate, what did uni-
versity or education or pedagogy look like? In short, I find it looked like poetry,
particularly from the viewpoint of women writers. Though physically restricted
from university and theoretically restricted from political practice, women did
fill and at times control the pages of newspapers, pamphlets and broadsides. The
ubiquity of print ushered in at once the rise of silent reading—a media revolution
itself—and a pedagogy of memorisation and recitation. As war and memorial
verses inundated daily papers, the extent perhaps best seen in Betty Bennett’s
3000 recovered war poems from 1793-1814, a training ground was taking shape.”
Not surprisingly, terms like ‘Elegy, ‘Monody’ and “To the Memory of” introduce
dozens of poems from the period, but this essay focuses on poems that revise es-
tablished lesson plans for mourning and memorial. Most elegies and panegyrics
that filled periodicals during the Romantic war years relied on the established
elements of that genre: personification, anagnorisis, allusion, consolation, laurels
and sighs. Everyone was writing them, hoping to soothe a nation by fitting new
horrors into ancient forms. However, I notice in a few war poems by women,
which do not appear in Bennett’s anthology, attempts to revise the tradition of
guiding readers toward sorrow or heavenly consolation. The mourning lesson
these women propose relies on textual reconstru&tion, which trains active readers
to better refle& on and participate in this explosion of printed war memorials.
Defined as the interplay of topic and genre on a printed page, including locative
words, intricate shifts in $peaker or addressee, and intertextuality, I argue that
textual reconstru&tion and manipulation aimed to teach readers how to properly
mourn wartime losses, in fa&, through the acs of reading and writing.

Two key poems will be explored below, with brief comparisons to other con-
temporary texts. The first is Mary Robinson’s (1757-1800) ‘Stanzas Supposed to
be Written near a Tree, over the Grave of an Officer’ (1793), which underwent
several reprintings in 1790s periodicals.” Robinson is then paired with critically
overlooked poet Jane Alice Sargant (1789-1869), whose ‘Monody’ appears in
her 1817 colle&ion but likely appeared in newspapers or pamphlets during the
years her brothers served in the Napoleonic Wars.* Along the way, I theorise the
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printed page as a terrain upon which women poets cultivated textual markers
and layers that force readers’ eyes and minds towards alternative conceptions of
mourning that lie beneath the surface topic. Such textual manipulations highlight
other, more a&tive mourning processes than merely rewarding the dead with fame,
heaven or overindulgent weeping. Robinson and Sargant do compose other
memorial poems to family members or famous names lost during the twenty
years of conflict that are filled with abstract figures like ‘Memory’ or ‘Fate’ and
heavenly consolations; however, their memorial verses that raise awareness of
reading and writing forgo or gradually dismiss the typical structures and symbols
of elegy. Robinson, in fa&, leaves terms like ‘Elegy’ or ‘Memory’ out of her title
and sele@s quatrains instead of elegiac couplets, which Sargant retains. Still, both
poets—at opposite ends of the Romantic war years—revise war memorials in
order to retrain the living to be better readers rather than solely mourn the dead.

Lesson 1: Locative Words

The first lesson I chart in Robinson and Sargant’s war poems is the repetition of
locative words that fuse grave and page. Despite the wordy title of Robinson’s

poem ‘Stanzas Supposed to Be Written near a Tree, over the Grave of an Officer,
Who Was Killed at Lincelles, in Flanders, in August 1793 the location of that grave

is imprecise: it is ‘over’ there somewhere, ‘supposed; ‘near’. Celeste Langan and

Maureen McLane call these terms ‘etherealized locations’ that contrast with the

concrete notion of writing also found in the title.” To overcome ethereal locations

and emotions, Robinson first locates the at of mourning in the physical space of
the poem through locative words before turning to the a& of writing. Locative

words like ‘here;, ‘this’ and ‘pot’ are scattered throughout the seven stanzas, play-
ing tug-of-war with the vague ‘near a Tree’ and ‘over the Grave’ in the title (1L. 4,
21,13). Robinson, as Sargant will further elucidate, looks to the text to manifest a

site for readers to ‘here | Lament’ (1l. 3-4). The sheer repetition of locative terms,
immediate referents and later quotation marks ‘draw([s] attention to poetry’s use

of the material support of paper’, in Langan and McLane’s words.® In Robinson’s

poem, the point seems to be that paper and writing preserve a significant loca-
tion—not just an emotion—to be visited, to be read.

Similarly, Sargant implies that reading is the only way to know how and where
to mourn in her ‘Monody’, subtitled “To the Memory of Licutenant W. Hervey,
of the 17th Regiment of Foot’ and including an epigraph from Ossian. Playing
on ‘Regiment of foot, Sargant asks readers to ‘with solemn footsteps tread this
mournful §pot’ the §pot being the page filled with iambic feet (Il 1-2). Like Rob-
inson two decades before, Sargant roots readers in the text before them through
language like “This mournful $pot; ‘here’ and ‘hither’ (L. 2, 3, 23). As these locative
terms are repeated throughout Sargant’s ‘Monody’, grave and page momentarily
fuse. Indeed, the unmarked, half-forgotten grave ‘pot’ is only discovered through
reading: as Sargant explains, ‘no sculptur’d marble grace[d] his grave [...] no
tender tear was oer him shed!” (Il. 16-19) The repeated use of ‘no’ de-materialises
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the gravesite, replacing it with locative terms and various ‘reader(s]’ who ‘pause’
and whose ‘footsteps” explore the page to better understand and grieve this loss.

Just as Sargant denies the customary ‘sculptur’d marble” and ‘tear[s]” of other
elegies, Robinson alternates abstract representations of mourning, like ‘sorrow’s
gem’ with repeated locative terms and metrical variation (l. 14). In these mo-
ments of linguistic and textual play, audiences are trained to a&ively read, to
pick up cues from changing terminology and repeated words, rather than to seck
solace in symbolic memorials. Without reading, precise details of each gravesite
would be logt and readers’” duties to the dead misunderstood. In terms of the
latter, Robinson uses the word ‘Here’ to forcibly open two early stanzas (IL. 5, 9).
‘Here’ helps Robinson trip up her iambs and thus draw readers’ attention to a list
of common elegiac tasks. Readers are urged to ‘Arrest thy wand’ring steps, then
‘Here [...] bind the laurel’ and shed ‘tears] albeit keeping in mind “Thy fame shall
brave the blasts of time’ (I1. 3, 9, 16). Though these several mourning options are
listed seemingly for readers to choose from, the second half of Robinson’s poem
shifts to reassert the role of active reading.

Lesson 2: Shifting Address

The familiar elegiac symbols and consolations of laurel wreaths, tears, and fame
are quickly subverted when Robinson shifts the addressee of ‘Stanzas [...] Over
the grave of an Officer’ (1793). Reversing recipients mid-poem is the second
textual training exercise that makes room for acive reading. Initially, a ‘pensive
trav’ller’ is called on to ‘Arret” his ‘steps’ (Il. 1—3). Once he is &ill, the poem ad-
dresses additional human and non-human figures that guide readers toward the
acts of reading and writing instead of abstract musings. In the 1793 version of
this text, Robinson included another stanza, left out of the final 1806 reprinting,
which contained the first change in addressee. Here, Robinson suddenly shifts
to $peak directly to the officer, named in the original title as Colonel Bosville. In
doingso, Robinson links the dead officer with future poets, the ‘MUSE’ who will
‘mingle sainted names with thine’ and even “Thy gallant Comrades’ who oft shall
share | The frequent sigh, the mournful line!” (1. 13-16). Though left out of later
reprintings, this stanza offers the dead officer solace via poetry. Robinson further
implies that friends and future poets will be compelled ‘frequent([ly]’ to compose
‘lines’ in his memory. ‘Stanzas’ seems to be working out the relationship between
the pensive traveler, the dead and the lines of poetry written for both of them.
Just as writing is offered as a better mourning task, Robinson shifts addresses yet
again. ‘Stanzas” abruptly turns to address ‘Oh! hallow’d turf” and, a few lines later,
‘thou, rude bark’ at the gravesite (Il 13, 17); these natural, localised addressees
effectively replace the earlier list of laurel, tears and fame.

Furthermore, Robinson never addresses personified consolations like ‘Fame’
or ‘Death’ in this text but §peaks instead to the ‘pot’ at once grave and page
(L. 13). Once the tree, ‘thou rude bark;, is addressed and no longer ‘over the grave’
as per the title, it becomes a makeshift headstone to be read. The line ‘Carv’d by
some just recording hand’ reveals a written monument to be read, like the poem
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(L. 18). The a&s of carving and recording not only highlight the importance
of reading memorials but writing them as well, a just’ act. Moreover, the tree
becomes ‘proudly conscious’ of the recording and is hailed as an active reader—
‘thy guardian branches $pread wide’ (1. 19). The ‘guardian’ of the memorial text
becomes connected in the final lines to the ‘grateful country [that] guards his
fame’ (1. 28). Country and carved tree are asked to read, to ‘preserve’ and to be
‘proudly conscious’ of these recorded memorials (ll. 17, 19). As Robinson shifts
her addressee from traveller, to officer, to ground to tree, the mourninglesson also
shifts from ‘tears’ and consoling ‘fame’ to physically ‘recording’ and reading that
fame (1L 1, 16, 18). To reinforce the significance of actively reading what’s ‘Here),
Robinson concludes her ‘Stanzas’ with an assertion of absence: ‘No trophied
column trimm’d with bays, | No gilded tablet bears his name’ (1. 25). In the closing
quatrain, Robinson links ‘no’ to familiar memorial trappings like bay wreaths and
golden tablets, a cue Sargant takes up later. In the absence of such showy trappings,
the reading ‘country’ becomes the officer’s ‘guard;, explicitly likened to the carved
tree that is only discovered through reading the poem (1. 28).

Lesson 3: Personifications Revisited

The major objective of Sargant’s and Robinson’s textual lessons is not only to train
active readers, but for them to contend when in mourning with abstract ideals
like fame; however, in neither text is fame capitalised or figured as a looming,
personified force. Instead, Robinson makes the text of the ‘carv’d’ tree a ‘guardian’
of fame whereas Sargant makes fame a writer.

While personified “Viétry’ and ‘Death’ appear in the opening lines of Sargant’s
‘Monody; these familiar figures fade and are replaced with locative words and
with a new, $peaking “Warrior, which I will address momentarily (Il 11, 12, 27).
But before that warrior—reader’s entrance, Sargant sneaks in an un-capitalised
‘fame’ (1. 13) in order to juxtapose and recast the capitalised ‘Vi&’ry’s arms’ and
‘Soft Pity’ (IL. 11, 20). Instead of remaining what Kate Singer calls ‘ttable emotive
concepts’ (L. 189) like Victory and Pity, fame creates a new text: ‘she gives the
roll that Time shall keep, | O’er Hervey’s name in silent sorrow weep’ (1l. 15-16).”
Termed feminine here, fame creates a ‘roll’ of ‘name[s]’ to be consulted, to be
read, throughout time. Sargant imagines female scribes that sustain both war-
time sorrow and fame through their records. It is not an oral history or a song,
but printed, silent reading ‘in silent sorrow’ that Sargant asks of readers, a firm
conne&ion with media transformations in the period. Moreover, Sargant has
already established the importance of reading this ‘roll’ in the very first line. Un-
like Robinson’s opening address to a ‘pensive trav’ller” Sargant’s first directive is
‘Pause! reader, pause!” (. 1, emphasis mine). Sargant’s ‘Monody’ subtly revises the
figure of ‘fame’ seen in so many war memorials to guide readers towards the new
memorial tasks of reading and writing, pointing our attention towards the role
of print during the war years.

Readers and writers curiously populate other canonical poems from this
period that conspicuously avoid—and thus delineate—wartime context.® Writ-
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ten within a year of one another, Keats’s armchair traveling in the 1816 ‘On First
Looking into Chapman’s Homer’ reveals a complete break or escape from the
twenty years of conflit in England whereas Sargant’s 1817 ‘Monody’ suggests
the need to re-read and re-learn that conflict.” Keats’s §peaker has ‘cravel'd’ and
‘many goodly states and kingdoms seen’ in an allegory of reading famous texts
(Il 1=2); he even reveals the “Silent’ &taring and ‘wild surmise’ that attends read-
ing (Il. 13-14). But the burden of what to do with these discoveries and feelings
is, like the political subtext, buried. Keats’s text then reads more like an escape as
he does not return to the physical act of reading or learning like Robinson and
Sargant do. Further, Sargant forces reading and remembrance of contemporary
events through terms like ‘reader’, ‘roll ‘this solemn $pot’ and even a sudden shift
in $peaker. The destination reached in Sargant’s armchair traveling is not an exotic
location rich in relevant allusion but one that conneés readers to their recent
history, particularly war and loss. The ‘Spot’ of memory, near where a battle for
England’s autonomy and safety took place, can be repeatedly visited by returning
to the printed page.

Silent armchair travelling is again modeled by a new character introduced in
Sargant’s ‘Monody, a “Warrior led astray’ (1. 27). Finally overthrowing the conven-
tional figures of Victory and Pity, the warrior is a model reader, like Robinson’s
carved tree, having ‘ramble[d] here; in the text (L. 28). As noted a moment ago,
Sargant’s text is the only map or marker to the unmarked gravesite, which the
warrior seems to have followed. Like Robinson’s abrupt shifts in address, Sargant
introduces the warrior chara&er in the final lines of her memorial to clarify that
reading is linked to understanding and preserving the history of war.

Lesson 4: Intertextuality
Lastly, this reader—warrior suddenly $peaks, an introduction of orality and
quotation that is the final lesson for active readers. ““Farewell,” the warrior says,
“future heroes oft shall breathe a sigh, | O’r the lone $pot where Hervey’s rel-
ics lie”” (Il. 31-36). The warrior’s nod to ‘future heroes” suggests the perpetuity
of memorial texts, which is further dramatised by the conspicuous quotation
marks around his speech. As the ‘Monody’ ends with the speaking warrior, his
quoted $peech creates another layer of reading that mimics the quoted epigraph
from Ossian. The intertextual quotation marks and speech acs not only inform
readers about the role paper and ink play in preserving a variety of stories across
time and place, but also present a print—orality feedback loop. When Sargant
employs intertextuality, she calls upon the pedagogy of recitation and memorisa-
tion, suggesting that the warrior’s lesson of remembrance will remain even if the
reliable, carved space of print is returned to the orality of the supposed Ossian.
These oral-textual moments reinforce the openingaddress for active ‘readers; or
Robinson’s travellers, to ‘pause;, to listen, to remember.

Layering memorial poems with multiple speakers, addressees, locations or
quotations reveals the wartime role women poets were carving out for themselves:
namely, to fill traditional forms like elegy with options for preservation and
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memory. One of the few poems in Bennett’s anthology that matches Robinson
and Sargant’s spatial reconstruction is the 1794 “The annex'd elegy’, which was
supposedly taken from a gravestone in Hythe and later appeared in John Gabriel
Stedman’s Journal.*® Its epigraph adds another possible title: “To the memory of’
two brothers who died in the summer of 1794 while ‘soldiers in the N. Devon
Militia. Set up to be a dire& elegy to the Harding brothers, the poem immedi-
ately addresses readers “That wander’st, asking them to “Here pause a while” and
actively read ‘this stone, like this ‘pot’ (1. 2—3). As we know from the title and
epigraph, the stone is in fact the elegy we are reading on the printed page. Asking
passersby to stop and read both poem and physical location matches the strategy
seen in Robinson’s and Sargant’s poems.

Further, “The annex'd elegy’ makes use of the print-orality feedback loop
as well. The final two lines of the poem are in quotation marks to reveal their
dual nature as spoken and written on the gravestone in chalk. As if added by
the surviving brother or a ‘comrade’ like Stedman, the $peech asserts that “One
brother still remains, to march or stand, | As God shall will, or as his King com-
mands” (Il. 17-18). This vocalisation makes good on the elegy’s earlier promise
that ‘their comrades hearts’ will remember and be moved by reading this stone
(L 16). Indeed, like Sargant’s and Robinson’s texts, readers or wanderers become
active writers and thus preservers. Reading these poems guides readers through
old battlegrounds or graveyards to become ‘future heroes’ by recording the late
wars now in danger of slipping away or being used as abstract consolation.

To conclude very briefly, the memorial page during the Romantic war years
became a useful terrain, for women poets in particular, to carve out a pedagogy of
action rather than sorrow or consolation. Readers were both guided and instigated
to become better thinkers, writers and memorisers through repeated locative
words, intricate shifts in addressee and speaker, and moments of intertextuality.
As print exploded and oral recitation blended with silent reading, Robinson and
Sargant turned to linguistic and strutural play, manipulating traditional genres,
to model active reading and new options for mourning. Both women reveal an
interest in using the printed page to better engage with and preserve recent history,
war and loss, ensuring that their chapter of the French Revolution or Napoleonic

Wars will not slip into abstraction.
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