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CHRISTOPH REINFANDT (TUBINGEN)

The Textures of Romanticism: Exploring Charlotte Smith's
"Beachy Head" (1807)

In this essay, I will introduce the notion of 'texture' as a key to understanding the last-
ing importance of Romanticism for the formation of modern aesthetic paradigms and
textual practices as we know them. In doing so, I will draw on 'recent’ as well as not so
'recent’ trends in Romantic studies.

To begin at the end: As the subtitle indicates, I will draw on a text which has, after a
long period of neglect, only recently re-emerged as one of the most important texts of
the expanded canon of Romantic writing which we have come to take for granted. I
could not have done so without the revisionism of the 1980s, both in terms of an in-
creasing awareness of the continuity of the Romantic Ideology in literary studies on
the one hand and in terms of the recovery (in all senses of the word) of female writers
from the period on the other. The key element of these revisionist tendencies was, as
Richard Cronin pointedly observed in 2000, to transfer "to 'history' that glamour that
was once routinely attached to the word "imagination’ (Cronin 2000, 2). One conse-
quence of this move was the near-abolishment of the category 'Romantic' in the 1990s:
All that was left after thorough historicization was what was then only half-jestingly
referred to as the Period Formerly Known as Romantic, acronym PFKAR, which be-
came the mere latter end of the long eighteenth century (1660-1832) as described and
conceptualised after the cultural turn of literary studies.

Since then, however, and thus more recently, the pitfalls of this development have
been clearly identified: Not only did the bracketing of 'imagination' lead to the un-
comfortable consequence that one should consider "Erasmus Darwin [...] a better poet
than Wordsworth" (Cronin 2000, 9), an idea which even the stoutest historicizers did
not like to entertain; what is more, the canon of the Big Six (Blake, Wordsworth, Col-
eridge, Keats, Shelley and Byron) simply refused to give way or even be modified:
Additions, yes, but only if some kind of family resemblance in terms of principles of
Romantic aesthetics and poetics could be substantiated,' as was clearly the case with
Charlotte Smith, while other recovered women writers testified to the persistence of
Neoclassicism or the poetics of sensibility and thus to the fundamental complexities of
periodization. In spite of its assimilation into the long eighteenth century, the Period
Formerly Known as Romantic has also persisted in claiming "representation out of all
proportion to its duration" in literary histories, as James Chandler points out in the
English Romantic Literature volume of the New Cambridge History of English Litera-

1 On the importance of Wittgenstein’s notion of 'family likenesses’ for the description and con-
ceptualisation of Romantic diversity ¢f. Bode 2005, 134-136.



























