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Preface


The two papers I’ve chosen to adapt for the literature portfolio reflect the area of literature that I’m most interested in: eighteenth and nineteenth century England.  My first work, “Nature in the Romantic Tradition: The Differing Views of Coleridge and Wordsworth,” was initially written for Dr. Raschke’s “Romantic Age” class in the fall of 2002.  The prompt for this assignment was to choose one of the essential themes of the Romantic period of British literature and show how it is represented in any of the six canonized Romantic poets.  William Wordsworth is my favorite of these writers, so I chose to analyze him and Samuel Taylor Coleridge.  Nature is by far the dominant Romantic theme that Wordsworth examines, and Coleridge places his own emphasis on nature as well.  I chose to compare the representation of nature in Wordsworth’s poem “The Ruined Cottage,” and Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.”


 The major goal accomplished by this particular paper is the demonstration of my “knowledge of the social, political, philosophical, and religious forces that influence authors and the people they write about.”  Nature was a sort of religion for Wordsworth and Coleridge, or at least the manifestation of one.  At any rate, it was by far the biggest influence for Wordsworth, and I explore this fact in the paper.


The second paper of this collection is titled “Women Unite: The Realm of Sisterhood in Mary Leapor’s Poetry.”  The setting is eighteenth century England, not much earlier than the nineteenth century Romantics.  In this paper I examine the definition of sisterhood in poet Mary Leapor’s revolutionary poetry.  It was written for Dr. Auge’s class “18th Century British Literature,” which I took in the spring of 2001.  In this case, the assignment was to choose one of the works or authors that we had studied and find two opposing critical interpretations of the chosen topic.  On top of that, we were to supply our own version of the critique, commenting on the two critics included in the paper.  The assignment was actually just meant to provide an outline for a later paper on the subject, and not be a complete argument in itself.  The two critics that I examine are Donna Landry and Richard Greene.


This paper exhibits goal number four, “an understanding of the central theoretical issues concerning the creation and criticism of literature, i.e., the nature of narrative, dramatic, and poetic literary forms; the work's representation of reality, and its claim to truth; the role of genre, gender, ethnicity, class, and culture in the work's production and reception.”  The fact that Leapor was a woman writing for women had a huge impact on the reception of her work and her place in the history of literature.  This is a major focus of my paper, and I also include a context of the representation of women at the time.

Nature in the Romantic Tradition: The Differing Views of Coleridge and Wordsworth 

By Elizabeth John


For most poets of the Romantic Age, nature played an invaluable role in their works.  Man’s existence could be affected and explained by the presence and portrayal of the external nature surrounding it.  William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge are no different from the other Romantic poets, and their works abound with references to nature and its correlation to humanity.  Specifically, Wordsworth’s “The Ruined Cottage” and Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” share the theme of nature affecting man, although essential differences exist in their ideas regarding how it affects man.  These two works are also similar in that they use a storyteller frame to both deliver and reinforce these ideas.

In order for the reader to fully appreciate the representation of nature in these two particular poems, it is necessary to supply a little background on each poet.  Wordsworth reigns supreme in the nature tradition.  His poetry makes tribute to nature in conjunction with examining the human state, while maintaining that the relationship between the two is unbreakable.  In his book English Poetry of the Romantic Period, critic J.R. Watson claims “the finest of Wordsworth’s nature poetry explores the relationship between [man and the world seen in the spirit of love], in the attempt to demonstrate the power of nature in the rescuing of the individual mind from degradation, materialism, selfishness, and despair” (114).  Crediting nature with the answer to life, Wordsworth’s philosophy reveals that there can be no greater truth than that found in the simplicity of nature.  He pulls from this belief his topic of choice, with nature as his background and his subjects being those closest to it.  Wordsworth explains his choice in his preface to Lyrical Ballads, one of his most significant projects co-created with Coleridge:  “the principal object, then, which I proposed to myself in these poems was to choose incidents and situations from common life…because in that condition the passions of men are incorporated with the beautiful and permanent forms of nature” (Wordsworth 241).  This explanation of his work is applicable to the majority of Wordsworth’s creations.  In the case of “The Ruined Cottage,” he uses nature to shadow the progression of decline in the woman of the peddler’s story, and also to provide the comforting concepts of hope and continuation of life.

Whereas Wordsworth treats nature as a means of understanding and mirroring the condition of man, Coleridge takes a slightly different approach in his ballads.  Instead of revealing the natural in its purest form, without alteration, Coleridge adds his own special ‘coloring.’  This can be seen in his supernatural works, such as “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” the story of a seaman haunted after needlessly killing an albatross.  Watson describes Coleridge’s nature as “changer and enchanter, supplying qualities of light unknown before.  So the poet, by the power of his imagination, changes the familiar into something rich and strange…Rime is filled with images that we recognize but which are transformed by the context and narrative…” (158). Coleridge recreates the sea and everything existing within it into something far more terrible than reality.  “The water, like a witch’s oils,/burnt green, and blue and white” (lines 426-427).  Coleridge redefines nature as no longer an independent agent offering inherent truths, but as very much an active force and potential instigator against man.  “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” was written for Lyrical Ballads, for which Coleridge’s charge was to create works “directed to persons and characters supernatural…yet so as to transfer from our inward nature a human interest and a semblance of truth…” (Coleridge 478).  Adding a supernatural element to Wordsworth’s topic of nature as truth, Coleridge was to offer the same basic principles but in a much different light.  In the story of the mariner, nature becomes the means of supernatural powers to convey their capacity for destruction and ultimate deliverance to the mariner and his crew.  
Wordsworth’s “The Ruined Cottage” is a peddler’s story of Margaret, a sad woman living through the loss of her soldier husband and two children.  The peddler returns to her cottage year after year and notes the progressive decline of its condition as Margaret’s situation worsens.  As the recorder of the peddler’s tale, Wordsworth spins the story to highlight the natural condition surrounding Margaret’s woe, and the redemption to be found within it. 
The speaker happens upon “a ruined house, four naked walls/That stared upon each other” (line 31).  He finds the peddler, an old friend fluent in the language of nature, musing on an acquaintance from his past.  The peddler begins to relate the story, beginning with the thought that poets who use nature as a point of reference in their story “speak/In these their invocations with a voice/Obedient to the strong creative power of human passion” (lines 76-78).  Nature can aptly reflect the passions of man, and offer a common ground for readers to relate to.  There is a relationship between man and nature that offers meaning and truth.  

 In reflecting upon his friend Margaret and her sad story, the peddler explains that he can share his grief with the watery spring nearby, that they “seemed to feel/One sadness” (line 84).  Nature is there to commiserate and yet to also revive one’s spirits.  A short time later, the peddler recovers from his grief and claims “Why should we thus with an untoward mind/And in the weakness of humanity/From natural wisdom turn our hearts away,/To natural comfort shut our eyes and ears,/And feeding on disquiet thus disturb/The calm of Nature with our restless thoughts?” (lines 193-198).  The surrounding beauty is timeless and offers comfort when none can be found elsewhere.  To ignore the bounty that’s freely offered is to disrupt the natural order of things.

Unlike the benevolent nature experienced by the peddler, the ancient mariner finds a far harsher reality.  He targets a wedding guest as his next audience for the never-ending storytelling, and begins his tale of woe.  The initial tragedy related by the ancient mariner is the storm that drove the mariner’s crew to the South Pole.  The mariner gives a personality to the storm, explaining “He/Was tyrannous and strong:/He struck with his o’ertaking wings,/And chased us south along” (lines 41-44).  In doing so, the mariner implies a conscious decision on the part of the storm to attack the ship and drive them south.  A little later in the poem, the storm seems to take on a moral dimension, as that of a spiritual force.  It is not the same nature that for Wordsworth provides an empathy and compassion for humanity.  This is an angry foe, openly inflicting destruction on a lesser opponent.

While nature’s destructive capacity is also apparent within “The Ruined Cottage,” it is not of the savage tendency expressed by Coleridge.  Throughout Wordsworth’s story, nature instead offers a reflection of the woman’s decline and death in the peddler’s story.  There are stages of destruction made clear by the peddler as he explains the condition of her home each time he returns.  At the beginning,  “Her cottage in its outward look appeared/As chearful as before…but that [he] thought/The honeysuckle crowded round the door/And from the wall hung down in heavier wreathes” (lines 305-308).  The peddler goes on to reveal other minor changes in the natural beauty of the home.  This decline acts not as a cause of Margaret’s distress or as a supernatural act of sympathy, but as the necessary consequence of Margaret’s inattention.
On the peddler’s later visit to the cottage, the house’s condition has worsened with her state.  “Once again/I turned towards the garden-gate and saw/More plainly still that poverty and grief/Were now come nearer to her: the earth was hard,/With weeds defaced and knots of withered grass;…” (lines 411-416).  The decline of the surroundings has significantly increased, as has Margaret’s heartache, a result of the her child’s death and the lack of news regarding her husband in the war.  Her other child is working far away, and she literally has nothing left.  

Margaret’s death is evident upon the peddler’s final return to the cottage.  He says “She is dead,/The worm is on her cheek, and this poor hut,/Stripp’d of its outward garb of household flowers,/Of rose and sweet-briar, offers to the wind/A cold bare wall whose earthy top is tricked/With weeds and the rank spear-grass.  She is dead,/And nettles rot and adders sun themselves/Where we have sate together while she nurs’d/Her infant at her breast” (lines 103-111).  Where once happiness and beauty thrived, emptiness reigns.  Weeds and snakes now claim the realm where youth and flowers once flourished.  The state of nature has been inevitably affected by the woman’s destruction.  

In contrast to the sympathetic nature portrayed by Wordsworth, Coleridge’s mariner’s destruction is caused by the vengeance of nature and the powers that control it.  After he kills the albatross, “the bird/That made the breeze to blow” (line 93), the crew experiences a brief time of prosperity, then find themselves prey to the wrath of the sea and sun.  The wind stops and the ship remains stagnant as the sun burns down upon the crew.  Rather than reflecting the decline of their condition, nature inflicts their decline as a result of the albatross’ murder, as it was a holy bird.  In a religious allusion, “Instead of the cross, the Albatross/About [the Mariner’s] neck was hung” (line 141).  These images of guilt and vengeance would seem to point directly at a supernatural being controlling nature in order to punish the mariner and his crew.  The force is successful and the entire crew, save the mariner, finds death.  


As the mariner’s guilt festers inside his conscience, he is unable to pray for salvation and guidance.  Watson claims that “the customary interpretation of Rime is that in shooting the albatross the mariner commits a crime against the ‘one life’.  Since that life is ‘within us and abroad,’ the mariner’s crime is against the created world and also against himself…” (163).  This crime is impossible to escape.  He closes his eyes to get away from the horror of his natural surroundings and the bodies of his dead crew, “For the sky and the sea, and the sea and the sky/Lay like a load on my weary eye,/And the dead were at my feet”(lines 250-252).  For a week he endures this misery, until he glimpses evidence of God’s presence in the water-snakes.  He’s enormously affected by their overwhelming beauty and “blessed them unaware” (line 285).  At this instinctual act of blessing a natural agent of God, as the albatross was, the mariner is freed and able to pray.  In this instant, the albatross is broken from his neck and his suffering nears its end.  He is rewarded with rest and attributes it to the holy mother Mary.  “She sent the gentle sleep from Heaven,/That slid into my soul” (line 295).  Heaven uses nature to acknowledge the mariner’s prayer.

In the end of each work, nature offers a comfort of sorts.  In “The Ruined Cottage,” the peddler entreats the narrator not to dwell on the sorrow and misery of the woman’s plight, that there are more important things to think of.  He tells him “Be wise and chearful, and no longer read/The forms of things with an unworthy eye./She sleeps in the calm earth, and peace is here” (line 510).  Despite the depressing imagery of the weeds and spear-grass that have covered her home, they are “By mist and silent rain-drops silver’d o’er” (line 515), and made beautiful.  The peddler shows the narrator how nature bounces back after destruction and how the human condition should do the same.  Nature itself offers splendors and topics more pleasant to be dwelled upon.  However, this presents a potential problem: how can utter loss and depression be completely and immediately restored merely by a beautiful landscape?  How can the peddler and the narrator, or Wordsworth, briefly grieve and then continue on their way, exploring and delighting in natural wonders? Watson offers that “it can be seen as a great overview of human life, in which it all appears transitory; or it can be seen as inspired by the power of human love to endure so much; or it can be seen as a bold admission of the pleasure which is to be had from tragedy, the cathartic effects of pity and fear described by Aristotle” (119).  The answer remains unclear, but Wordsworth’s utter faith in nature’s healing powers is remarkable.  

The mariner’s tale has an ambiguous ending, for though he has purportedly found a joy in pursuing his penance, he is condemned to a life of wandering.  He has found God again, but he will spend the rest of his days offering repentance for this one act of treachery.  He tells the wedding guest, “O sweeter than the marriage-feast,/’Tis sweeter far to me,/To walk together to the kirk/With a goodly company!-/To walk together to the kirk,/And all together pray” (lines 603-608).  In worshipping and talking with his fellow man, the mariner has found peace.  In the conclusion of his talk with the wedding guest, the mariner reveals the secret of true religious devotion. “He prayeth best, who loveth best/All things both great and small;/For the dear God who loveth us,/He made and loveth all” (lines 614-617).  To honor God’s creations and appreciate the natural bounties with which he has blessed the earth, one can find happiness and satisfaction.  However, there is an immediate question regarding this happiness.  Critic D.W. Harding discusses the mariner’s fate in his article “The Theme of ‘The Ancient Mariner.’”  He points out that “…it would be a mistake to think of this as anything like full recovery.  For one thing he never again belongs to a settled community, but has to pass from land to land” (59).  The mariner’s suffering has lessened, but he is still doomed for the rest of his days, unable to rest and constantly subject to his guilt.  
One final aspect that these two works share is the effect that the storytellers have on their listeners.  This effect seems to exhibit the principles inherent in the works as a whole.  In “The Ruined Cottage,” the speaker willingly listens to the story offered by the peddler.  They are friends and the story proves to establish a powerful connection between the two men as they mourn together.  The speaker claims “I thought of that poor woman as of one/Whom I had known and loved.  He had rehearsed/Her homely tale with such familiar power, with such a[n active] countenance, an eye/So busy, that the things of which he spake/Seemed present…” (lines 207-211).  The speaker has gained an understanding of the story and reflected the feelings of the peddler as the peddler mourns with nature, and the woman’s story is reflected in the natural surroundings.

In “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” the wedding guest is unwillingly held captive by the ancient mariner’s supernatural power. “He holds him with his glittering eye-/The wedding-guest stood still,/And listens like a three years’ child: The Mariner hath this will.  The wedding-guest sat on a stone:/He cannot choose but hear;” (lines13-16).  As nature is commanded by the powers of heaven and hell in the mariner’s story, as the mariner himself is commanded by his penance to retell his story over and over, the wedding guest is commanded to listen by some spirit within the mariner.  Throughout the story, the wedding-guest fears the mariner.  He holds a force that the wedding-guest cannot understand, almost as that of a being of higher order.

“The Ruined Cottage” and “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” both emphasize an importance of the relationship between man and nature.  In Wordsworth’s poem, the themes of nature and of simple men holding keys to truth are representative of his general philosophy.  Nature is a life force that offers mankind a purity that they have lost, and should be recognized as such.  In “Rime,” Coleridge endows nature with supernatural powers, as he does in many of his ballads.  He links these supernatural forces and their presence in nature back to the morality of man.  Watson explains the Romantic belief that “nature produces in the poet’s soul the same kind of feelings of confrontation with the sacred.  Nature is a power which can inspire awe and love, and be evidence of a mysterious and wonderful power in the universe” (55).  This statement enfolds the tenets expressed by both Wordsworth and Coleridge in these two poems, and offers the opportunity to reconcile their divergent visions.    
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Women Unite: The Realm of Sisterhood in Mary Leapor’s Poetry 

By Elizabeth John


For a woman writer to be read by her peers in eighteenth century England was somewhat unusual.  For this woman to procure some kind of living from her writing was even more remarkable.  But for such a woman to claim both these accomplishments, with writings attacking the very state of women no less, was extraordinary.  Yet Mary Leapor was this woman.  Not only did she herself defy society in remaining unmarried for the whole of her short life, but she also took up the call to fight for women everywhere.  Her answer to the oppression of society was to find solace in the bonds of sisterhood. The radicalism of Leapor’s encouragement has long been a source of discrepancy for her critics, and there exists a wide array of interpretations.  The question lies within the definition of the female relationships she so wholeheartedly promotes.  


The varying interpretations include everything ranging from Leapor as promoting lesbianism, to simply promoting good female friendships.  Adrienne Rich termed this range of womanly bonds the “lesbian continuum,” and explains it as the inclusive realm between “consciously desired genital sexual experience with another woman,” and “the sharing of a rich inner life, the bonding against male tyranny, the giving and receiving of practical and political support” (51).  The question remains:  where does Leapor belong on this continuum?  Critic Donna Landry places Leapor in the realm of replacing heterosexual union with something closer to homosexual tendencies, while Richard Greene offers a far more platonic view of things.  In applying Rich’s tenets of a range, it is possible to read Leapor as somewhere between Landry and Green, and as encouraging any and all forms of sisterhood in order to fight patriarchal oppression.

 
To begin, it is necessary to establish the setting of eighteenth century womanhood.  The plight of women in eighteenth century England was universal and seemingly hopeless.  Women had essentially two choices: to marry and unavoidably be inferior to her husband, or to remain without a mate and be branded with the damaging term “spinster” (Greene 64).  Leapor chose to advise the latter option with an increased concentration on sisterhood and a stronger sense of self.  Her work defied the common conception of women as the “softer man,” a notion established by writers such as Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift (Greene 67).


An alternative to traditional marriage offered by some prominent women of the time was that of a “companionate marriage,” in which marriage partners became far more egalitarian than they’d ever been before.  However, this ideal was subject to the possibility that the result would not be inherent equality in every marital aspect, but rather a separate and equal status.  In her work Invisible relations: Representations of Female Intimacy in the Age of Englightenment, critic Elizabeth Susan Wahl reveals that the notion of companionship still maintained gender roles, “shifting the implicit mutuality of the companionate ideal away from a possible egalitarian relation between the sexes toward an emerging notion of separate spheres in which the “domestic” realm would be gendered as feminine and increasingly regarded as distinct from the more masculine “public” sphere” (88).  Women might have had the opportunity for equal footing in the marriage, as long as they only concerned themselves with matters of the home.  

So women continued to be restricted in marriage and without outlet for the pursuit of independence.  Enter Leapor, and others of her persuasion, who suggested such an outlet in same-sex relationships.  Wahl explains that for eighteenth century women “seeking a degree of autonomy outside the traditional institutions of marriage and family, the possibility of constructing their own homosocial network of intellectual and affective bonds offered an alternative to a heterosexual companionate ideology that had yet to gain full acceptance” (96).  This sentiment gave rise to an atmosphere in which women felt comfortable to truly express themselves, whether it be intellectually or emotionally.  A popular belief of society at the time made it impossible for a woman to “display her learning without inviting ridicule” (Harris 235).  This community of sisterhood offered a forum without the ridicule and inevitable sexism.  However, the openness of female bonding also gave rise to a suspicion of female-female sexual relations. 


As literary critic Terry Castle reveals, “Lesbianism has had a long history as a topos in pornographic literature, and was never a more popular theme perhaps than in the eighteenth century” (76).  The generation was ripe for discordant interpretations of women’s friendships.  As whispers of lesbianism circulated, feminine works were attacked on all sides.  Literature encouraging feminism, i.e., the promotion of women,  was subject to “the fear that any erotic or affective relation between women might form a barrier to their willingness to participate in a reproductive economy through the institution of marriage” (Wahl 128).  It was unthinkable to say that women could escape their societal obligation, that is, being chaste wives and mothers.  These fears were rarely assuaged by further examination of literature, because many of the platonic pro-woman movements were littered with enough blatantly sexual works to deny a platonic understanding (Wahl 121).  However, modern critics recognize this range between the nonphysical and the physical.  This range is encompassed in Rich’s “lesbian continuum.” 


The application of Rich’s theories includes the tenet that at each point of the continuum, the ultimate goal is to overcome the standards set by a patriarchal society and the confines of heterosexuality.  It establishes the higher purpose of female bonding, whether it be sexual or not, as a refusal to accept the tendency of heterosexual relationships to deny women an equal footing in that relationship, and by extension society.  In her work “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,” Rich claims that “when we look hard and clearly at the extent and elaboration of measures designed to keep women within a male sexual purlieu, it becomes an inescapable question whether the issue feminists have to address is not simple “gender inequality” nor the domination of culture by males nor mere “taboos against homosexuality,” but the enforcement of heterosexuality for women as a means of assuring male right of physical, economic, and emotional access” (49).  Rich is addressing the same male tyranny found in both culture and marriage that Leapor did.  Leapor clearly fought against the forced subjugation of women through marriage.  Rich also notes that an attempt by men to inhibit the union of women has enormous ramifications and results in further oppression: “The denial and visibility to women’s passion for women, women’s choice of women as allies, life companions, and community, the forcing of such relationships into dissimulation and their disintegration under intense pressure have meant an incalculable loss to the power of all women to change the social relations of the sexes, to liberate ourselves and each other” (63).  The hindrance of any kind of female relationship ultimately deprives women of the ability to enact social change.  Leapor’s push towards such relationships encouraged a push towards this social change. 

Leapor frequently concentrated on the idea of women developing their spirituality rather than their beauty.  She believed that a big part of this was cultivating female friendships (Greene 90).  Supporting the thought that women should band together, Leapor painted her sex far more boldly than any other writer of the time had.  She’s been considered by critics to be one of the first true feminists.  However, some of her work has been interpreted as against heterosexual union of any kind.  Some even see homosexual tendencies in her promotion of female companionship (Landry 82).  Leapor’s disillusionment with the relationship between men and women as seen in texts such as “Man the Monarch” and “Complaining Daphne. A Pastoral” has been taken as encouraging a lesbian alternative.  These conflicting interpretations do have one thing in common: the consensus that Mary Leapor encouraged a view of women that was unusual for her time.

   
One writer who has tackled the question of Leapor’s position is Donna Landry.  In her work The Muses of Resistance: Laboring-Class Women’s Poetry in Britain, 1739-1796, Landry spends an entire chapter titled “Mary Leapor Laughs at the Fathers” on Leapor’s works.  Landry lands on the radical side of interpretation.  She categorizes Leapor’s writing as promoting “sapphic,” or lesbian tendencies.  Landry does not simply say that Leapor went against the “accepted” view of women in the time; she goes so far as to say that Leapor completely went against heterosexual union of any kind and advocated female affection as an alternative(Landry 82).  Sappho was associated with “transgressive female erotic and literary exchange,” and Landry sites Leapor as a definitive example of this style (Landry 82).


Landry concentrates on every work in which Leapor attacks the concept of marriage and encourages a bond of womanly friendship.  One of the works she examines is “Man the Monarch.”  Landry explains that the poem traces a history of male domination, first in nature and then spreading to all of humanity, and uses this to support her conclusion that Leapor intended to reveal the falsity of all romantic emotions between a man and woman (Landry 87).  Next, Landry focuses on “The Temple of Love,” Leapor’s answer to Pope’s “Temple of Fame.”  It destroys any ideas of marital bliss that were popularized in classical and medieval poetry.  Landry goes on to say that Leapor’s work claims heterosexual union isn’t beneficial to men or women, but that men at least experience a sense of power.  Women receive absolutely no benefit from the relationship (Landry 87).  


Landry’s comments on Leapor’s view of marriage are not uncommon, although her comments on Leapor’s ideas of female friendship are somewhat radical.  Landry believes that Leapor’s poem “Complaining Daphne. A Pastoral” is the culmination of Leapor’s feminist, anti-marital views (Landry 90).  The poem begins with Daphne’s mother comforting her after the loss of her lover, the mother once again espousing all the evils of heterosexual union.  In the end, Daphne’s rejection of her lover is complete and she returns to her mother and “sister shepherdesses.”  Landry concludes that Leapor is promoting a life of womanly togetherness, a life in which “women choose to live only for each other,” a life without marriage or men (Landry 90).  According to Landry, Leapor’s criticism of marriage and heterosexual relationships combined with her concentration on female friendships lead to the deduction that Leapor was proposing female substitutes in place of husbands.  


I have a hard time agreeing with the conclusion that Leapor promoted female friendships that included sexual tendencies.  The majority of her arguments deal more with the disillusion of marriage, and less with a push towards lesbianism.  For instance, “Man the Monarch” and “Temple of Love” are clearly advising against marriage and preaching the downfalls of marriage for all women.  However, they make no reference to a homosexual union as an alternative.  In “Complaining Daphne. A Pastoral,” the evils of marriage are again made clear.  The fact that the poem ends with Daphne enjoying an ideal sisterhood does not make it clear to me that she has become a lesbian.  I think it is far too great a leap to go from the critique of one way of life to embracing entirely the opposite.  I believe that immense comfort can be found in female friendships and that Leapor was simply advocating women to join together and fight their oppression.  Rich’s conception of a continuum makes it easier to believe that Leapor was not pushing towards lesbianism in terms of its modern day definition, although that may be one end of the continuum.  Such a range makes prevalent the fact that Leapor encouraged sisterhood in as many different manifestations as were available.  Landry’s interpretation seems to cover the far end of the spectrum.    


Richard Greene takes a decidedly less radical view of Leapor in his work Mary Leapor: A Study in Eighteenth Century Women’s Poetry.  While he does claim that some of Leapor’s views are “critical and hard-edged” (Greene 52) for her time, his interpretations vary greatly from Landry’s.


As Landry does, Greene analyzes Leapor’s harsh views on marriage.  He makes nearly the same conclusions about “Man the Monarch,” and reveals Leapor’s rage at husbands’ “automatic mastery over their wives” (Greene 54).  Along with this thought, Greene says that one of Leapor’s major aims is to prove the fact that women are capable enough to lead their lives without the help of a man, a thought not expressed by Landry but in agreement with many of her points.


In one of his arguments, Greene compares Leapor to Jonathan Swift in terms of their views of the inevitable misery found in marriage.  However, where Swift contributes the failure to the man discovering a more realistic side of women, Leapor contributes it to the husband’s true motives for marrying.  She believes that the only interest men have in their perspective brides is in the woman’s money or property (Greene 58).  Again, this adds to the general agreement that Leapor was against marriage, and the unjustness of the institution.


Where Landry sees “Complaining Daphne” as a work advocating lesbianism and condemning heterosexual union, Greene makes different conclusions.  In his evaluation, Greene sees Daphne making a choice not between “heterosexuality and lesbianism, but rather seduction and chastity” (Greene 60).  Greene goes on to say that female friendship provides a far purer relationship than that between men and women.  In this way, Greene leaves no room for an interpretation of Leapor’s works that includes a political call to action for women, or anything other than leading a chaste, virtuous life.  He claims that Leapor did not intend for this relationship between women to replace a proper heterosexual union.  There was to be nothing subversive about sisterhood, nor any chance to renovate the ideals of marriage.  Women turned to women for a comforting hug, not as a means of publicly denouncing the conventions of marriage.   


Another differing opinion that Greene has to Landry in regards to women’s friendship is that he sees Leapor’s work describing such friendships as having “less to do with sexuality than with religion” (Green 78).  Greene does not make the leap to say that Leapor is offering lesbianism as an alternative, but simply a comforting bond to rely on.  He offers proof of this in her work “Epistle to a Lady.”  In this poem, Leapor reveals her desire to have a friend present with her when she’s on her deathbed.  Greene concludes that this friendship is strong enough to prepare Leapor for her journey into death.  He goes on to describe this friendship as constant and a gift (Greene 78).  In her work “Essay on Friendship,” Leapor concludes with “our chief Task is seldom to offend,/And Life’s great Blessing a well-chosed Friend.”  Greene takes these lines literally and uses them as a base for his conclusions on her view of friendships between women.


My own conclusions lie closer to those of Greene than of Landry.  I specifically agree with his thought that Leapor’s work points more to the spirituality of women rather than their sexuality, and that the virtue of female friendship could compensate for the ills of a bad marriage.  Leapor paints marriage as damaging to women.  It was damaging to their mental state, as Greene points out, their physical pleasure, and their financial situation.  When Leapor is lying on her deathbed, she desires a friend.  In no way can this be construed as the desire for a sexual relationship with such a friend.  However, I think Greene downplays Leapor’s encouragement for denying societal convention.  He doesn’t acknowledge her potential for sparking a call to reform this convention, but instead he construes it as an offer of comfort when unhappiness in marriage inevitably results.
 


In the end, the truth remains that Leapor was a woman speaking for her sex.  She recognized the widespread tendency for women’s oppression in marriage, and supported strong bonds of friendship within womankind to provide comfort for this oppression.  Whether she exists within Rich’s “lesbian continuum” as promoting homosexual experience as Landry suggests, or as encouraging Greene’s interpretation of platonic sisterly love, Leapor promoted women in a way uncommon for her time.  Most likely, Leapor finds herself situated somewhere closer to middle ground in the spectrum than the extremes at which Landry and Greene place her. At any rate, her writings sound a call for equality that transcends the eighteenth century, and can be appreciated by even today’s modern woman.          
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Reflective Essay


English literature was the last department that I expected to end up in as I embarked upon my Loras College experience.  Convinced that I was better suited to the communication arts department, I paid no attention to Dr. Bauerly when she tried to recruit me freshman year.  Two years later I found myself switching majors and leaving behind the glamorous world of media studies for the intellectual pursuits to be found in the realm of English literature.  I can honestly say that I’m extremely happy with my decision.


The most important part of the English literature major is the opportunity to examine the representation of life as presented through the works of different time periods and critical persuasions.  I’ve found that this is a topic far more rewarding than anything else I was initially interested in.  As it turns out, a passion for the topic has proven to be the biggest asset of my abilities as a major in the department.  It’s this passion that keeps me interested in my work, and continues to supply a rewarding experience.  In particular, my paper on Wordsworth, Coleridge, and nature offered me the chance to explore one of my favorite topics in literature: another’s grandiose concept of the secret to life.  As for more concrete strengths, I can say that I’ve become capable of providing my own analysis of a given work, without first reading another critic’s thoughts on the topic.  Granted, the views of these critics usually greatly improve my own first impressions, but are not necessary for an initial analysis.


In the case of studying critics’ views for their own merits, I feel I’m able to assess the worth of each argument.  I do some of this in my paper on Leapor, and I think it’s an integral part of the English major.  It’s necessary to be able to analyze different analyses, and not simply accept them on their own terms.  A final strength that I’ve developed in the last four years is an appreciation for the craft of writing.  While the emphasis in my studies has not been to learn this craft, I’ve become far more appreciative of the value of quality writing.


As far as the specific goals of the literature major, I feel confident that the two pieces included in the portfolio demonstrate a proficiency in the goals I mentioned earlier.  The Wordsworth and Coleridge piece gave me the opportunity to examine the relation of a poet’s philosophies to his work more thoroughly than any other work I’ve done.  Wordsworth’s belief in the importance of nature and his practice of spreading this belief has shown me this connection quite clearly.  The same is true for Coleridge and his influence in my paper, but Wordsworth really hit home for me.


Mary Leapor offered me an ideal case for examining the social repercussions surrounding her works’ conception and criticism.  As I discuss in my paper, her representation of women had a far more profound effect at the time of its publication that any such work would have today.  The gender card is something that I’ve never been able to appreciate as fully as I can after exploring Leapor’s work.  I hope that I’ve made clear just how sensitive the British culture was to representations of female intimacy and the lack of opportunities for the eighteenth century woman, two issues addressed by Leapor’s poetry.  


When comparing the current drafts of these two papers to their original forms, I’m very happy to see the extent of revision that’s evident.  In the case of the Wordsworth and Coleridge, I began the paper with no outside sources and nothing other than my own weak ponderings to go off of.  After reviewing the works of other critics and incorporating these views into my first draft of the paper, my arguments became much more credible.  My own appreciation of the topics I explored increased tenfold after consulting other critics and establishing more of a context for the piece.


As far as the Leapor paper goes, there has been extensive revision since the draft I came up with three years ago.  First of all, it is now a more complete paper, whereas it originated as merely the outline for a later paper.  I don’t think I fully understood the gravity of Leapor’s societal position until I established the surrounding culture she was fighting, and this context makes a huge improvement on the overall strength of the paper.  It has expanded from minor observation of Leapor and her critics to connecting the thoughts of these critics and trends in gender theory.  It has become much bigger than what it was, and has offered me proof of my maturation as a lit major.


Working with my advisors on these two papers has provided me with a strong foundation for recognizing what is necessary in a quality critical analysis.  In my original analyses, I tended to address superficial aspects of the whole and failed to connect them to anything greater.  I was still concentrating on an author’s specific work without respect to the general philosophies of said author and the philosophies of the time the work was produced.  Instead of exploring the deeper ramifications of a work, I was concentrating on the lesser surface level construction of the work.  My professors have pointed out the importance of looking to these further issues to offer a more complete literary examination.         


The Romantic piece has by far been my favorite work in this collection.  Something about the tenets of Wordsworth has grabbed my interest and I can honestly say that I enjoyed the research I put into this work.  At the same time, it has presented me with a challenge to fully comprehend Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s elevated understanding and accurately represent it in my paper.  It’s definitely still a project that could involve further study.  There are so many more works of both Coleridge and Wordsworth that could be examined for their representations of nature.  However, I’m satisfied with my portrayal of the two works in this particular paper.


The portfolio requirement has been a very enlightening wrap to my educational experience.  While studying English literature, I’ve been asked repeatedly about the purpose of such a course of study.  The question is always to the effect of not understanding how to make this degree financially viable.  In the end, I think there is no answer that would satisfy such detractors.  I pursued literature because I saw an opportunity for personal growth in a way that numbers, marketing plans, and lab experiments could not offer.  Reading what someone has written is potentially the greatest way to better understand them, and majoring in literature presents the opportunity to do this on a much larger scale than anything else.  And if I’ve learned anything from all my studies in this persuasion, it’s that money comes dead last in the scheme of things, and that lofty thoughts need no price tag.     As Wordsworth said, the poet is “a man speaking to men; a man, it is true, endowed with a more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness, who has a greater knowledge of human nature, and a more comprehensive soul, than are supposed to be common among mankind.”  Surely, the study of such a human is worthy of our time.
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