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Hypertext Rationale: Romanticism and Imagination

The aim of this hypertext project is to compare and contrast two poets representing the two ends of the spectrum of Romantic tradition: a High Romantic poet, namely Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and a Later Romantic, Percy Bysshe Shelley. More specifically, the focus of this site is to explore how the two poets' philosophies on imagination differ from one another's. Using excerpts from their prose works, Biographia Literaria and A Defence of Poetry, respectively, the purpose of this site is to serve as a medium through which their poetic philosophies may be linked to the actual poems they have written. Granted, this endeavor is most likely didactic and terribly unRomantic, but as much as possible, the goal of this site is not to tell people what to think but to present one point of view that is not set in stone. 

The poems to be explored here are comprised of the shorter works of each author. Without delving too much into his personal history i.e. how he was addicted to opium, and instead sticking to excerpts of Biographia Literaria, the main works that will be explored for Coleridge are the following: "Kubla Khan," "The Eolian Harp," and "Work Without Hope.”  To make the comparison with Shelley work, excerpts from his A Defense of Poetry will be used in conjunction with the following poems: "Hymn to Intellectual Beauty," "To a Skylark," and "To Wordsworth."  I chose these poems because we read them in class, and they all represent, in some way, the poetic philosophies dealing with the Romantic imagination.  It is a given that the poetic language of all these poems fulfill a tenet of the two Romantics’ philosophies, but it is the subject matter of each of these poems that drew me to choose them.  “Kubla Khan” deals with “a Vision in a Dream,” and the motif of the shadow being an image existing in the poet’s imagination also works well in conjunction with Shelley’s “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty,” which uses a similar motif.  “The Eolian Harp” contains the interplay between nature and imagination.  It is interesting because both poets consider imagination a faculty of the human intellect.  However, there is an underlying concern with the divine in both their philosophies.  Coleridge speaks of the “infinite I Am” and Shelley considers Poetry a form of art that immortalizes what is “best and beautiful in the world.”  This divinity, in turn, is accordingly related to nature.  The Eolian goes so far as to meditate upon the spirituality found in Nature.  “Work Without Hope,” meanwhile, is a good example of Imagination manifesting itself in the contraries of hope and despair.   For Shelley, I chose “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty” because there seems to be a complementary relationship between imagination and beauty in the Romantic tradition.  The idea of beauty has a sense of being indefinable, and the same can be said about the imagination.  Both poets compartmentalize the faculties of the mind, but in the end, their poetry makes these distinctions almost indistinguishable.  I thought “To Wordsworth” is an interesting choice for a poem on the imagination because in it, Shelley expresses his ideal of imagination as a tool for social responsibility.  Furthermore, the poem is addressed to Wordsworth, who opposed the use of poetry for politics, and who was also a contemporary of Coleridge.  Finally, “To a Skylark” is a celebration of the imagination.  The joyous tone of the poem is very much in keeping with Shelley’s assertion that the imagination is the “instrument of moral good.”  The speaker in the poem observes a skylark that is capable of singing the perfect song.  He would have undoubtedly said that “To a Skylark” is in itself a product of inspiration on the decline, but Shelley does a really good job of conveying that despite the human intellect’s limitations, i.e. it strives for perfection but can never attain it, the human imagination can come pretty close.  

The site uses frames in order to facilitate navigation of the texts.  I wanted to achieve a somewhat clean and simple look to the site, so I chose monochromatic background colors to construct the frames. The main frame uses black text on a white background because this remains the easiest layout in which to read electronic text. All the prose and poetry are located on the left frame, and information more specific to the rationale of the site is on the top bar.  Because of this, and in an effort to avoid making the site too aesthetically boring, I chose colors not usually used for the active and followed links, i.e. blue.  Browser preferences will probably override some of these choices, but I would like to exert some design control over the look of the site as much as I can. I found that preformatted texts are hard to maintain in html.  I used tables as much as I can in order to preserve some of the formatting, but trying to control the spaces in between the lines of poetry seemed like an exercise in vanity.  It is the kind of thing one takes for granted when reading something on the printed page (despite knowing that print publications also worry about layout), so I hope the format of the text does not take too much away from the poetry.  The majority of the poems have a reasonable resemblance to their paper printed counterparts, but something like “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty” has lost all the spacing because the poem in html is left justified.  I am somewhat satisfied by “To a Skylark” since Dreamweaver allowed me to use space bars to move the text around a bit, but the font size decidedly looks different from the other poems despite the fact that I used the same font size for it.  Another poem that suffered the tyranny of html is “Work Without Hope.”  It is probably a superficial concern, but there is a big space in between the sestet and octave because of the table I used, but I could not fix it, so I worried that it takes a bit away from the form of the sonnet with such a big gap.     

For the frames, the dark gray background with light gray text had been chosen in order to contrast with the “followed links” in orange.  The top bar is very basic.  For our Hypertext Review, I did a review on the Sci-Per project, and one of the things I liked best about their site is the top navigation frame, so I tried to emulate that for my project.  The layout for their site is very simple and straightforward, and that is something I want to accomplish my own.  While my site has no search function, I chose, instead, to maintain the Home, About, and Contact links on the top frame. A search function might have been useful (I link a number of key words and phrases.), but I do not know how to implement one at this point in time.  However, I want to keep the site title on the top frame to maintain the focus of the site, as well as allow visitors to jump back to the main page or view the rationale easily.  Like the left frame, all the links on the top frame are targeted to open up at the main frame.  The Home page provides a brief overview of the site’s purpose.  I took the introduction to this rationale and used it as the opening statement for the home page.  The About page will provide further information on how the materials are linked together, and the Contact page is really just a brief sentence telling visitors who I am, what this project is for, and how to contact me by e-mail. Letting visitors know that this is a student project serves as a disclaimer of sorts since I am unsure of copyright when posting all of the poets’ works online, even with proper credit.  Also, whenever I see “student project” attached to something, I have two impressions: the first is perhaps not to judge the aesthetics too harshly and the second is to pay more attention to the scholarly values of the site. 

As for the organization of the texts themselves, to begin with, the site’s visitors will have to click on either the prose works or the poems, which are all listed as a form of linked navigation on the left frame.  The left frame is really the site’s directory/site map. There is no set sequence regarding how to read the texts. In this sense, the links are somewhat blind.  It really depends on the visitor’s purpose.  If the main concern is comparing the philosophies of both poets, then it is best to begin with the excerpts from either Coleridge or Shelley.  The way I set it up is that the collection of excerpts from Coleridge, for example, is all on one page.  This is done in order to retain the prosaic feel of both Biographia Literaria and A Defence of Poetry.  Throughout the text, there are a number of links set off by teletype. There is one link in Defence that is not set off by teletype because it does not link to an excerpt from Biographia.  Shelley makes a reference to an “Æolian lyre.” Instead, it is a regular link that goes to “The Eolian Harp.” In any case, by clicking on one of these teletype links, it will take the visitor to a corresponding idea that Shelley has.  If the visitor is on Coleridge’s page, the teletype links will go to Shelley’s ideas.  The link will not take the visitor to the page containing the collection of excerpts from A Defence of Poetry. Rather, the link opens up a new page in the main frame to a single paragraph from the excerpt.  Below that selection will be my commentary, which is in dark olive Verdana font.  There are no back arrows on the page, so the visitor will have hit either the back button to go back to the main page of excerpts from Biographia Literaria or click on one of the links on the left navigation frame.  

Each poem is allotted a page of its own.  The page is actually set up with two columns: one for the poetry and the other is for my annotations.  To be consistent, my notes are, once again, in dark olive Verdana font and is set off to the right of the poem with one of the following words: “NOTE,” “MOTIF,” “STC,” or “PBS” preceding them.  Any one of the poems will contain a number of links that will take the reader to the prose that supports the ideas conveyed by the poem.  The way the links in the poem work is pretty straightforward.  All active links within the poem lead to selections from that poet’s philosophy.  In “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty,” if one clicks on the link called “Spirit of Beauty,” this will open up the page concerning the Shelley’s philosophy that offers commentary on why this phrase might appear in the poem. Again, below that selection, are my own notes. These selections are the same ones that the links from the main pages of Defence and Biographia lead to. In this instance, it opens up to the page about how Shelley divided up the faculty of the mind into two parts: reason and imagination.  Again, to return to the poem, one must hit the back button.  Alongside the poem are my notes.  A “NOTE” is just a short commentary on a phrase or aspect of the poem that appears next to the line I am commenting on.  Active links that appear within a “NOTE” will direct the reader to a selection from Shelley’s A Defence of Poetry.  “MOTIF” suggests recurring themes that appear in both Coleridge and Shelley’s poetry.  In “Hymn” the motif I noted is “shadow,” and by clicking on that link, the reader will be directed to Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan,” which uses the word “shadow” as an intimation of the dome that the poet sees in his imagination, in his dream or vision, as it were.  Lastly, STC or PBS stands for Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Percy Bysshe Shelley, respectively.  When they appear next to a poem, it means that some aspect of the poem, usually a line, is echoing one or the other’s poetic philosophy.  Again, in “Hymn to Intellectual Beauty,” the link is for STC: “truth of nature.”  This link will direct the reader to a selection from Biographia Literaria.  So just as a quick summation: links within poems and within NOTES lead to selections to the poetic philosophy of that poem’s writer; links within MOTIF lead to a poem from the poet being compared to, and links within STC or PBS lead to selections from Biographia Literaria and A Defence of Poetry, respectively.  As much as possible, I tried to make the links in the poems specific to the prose references.  In this way, I hope to suggest meaningful relationships between the hyperlinked texts.  I toyed with the idea of adding a legend regarding my notes next to the poems, but since my notes are pretty short, I thought that they would be self-explanatory once the links are actually clicked. As it is, the explanation for my commentary is probably lengthier than the remarks next to the poems.  

The bottom half of the left navigation frame consists of the following links: Notes, Works Cited, and Links.  The Works Cited will list the primary sources in MLA format.  Links to two sites that maintain collections of each poet’s work are listed.  Since I only examine a very small sample of Coleridge and Shelley’s work, I thought it would be beneficial for site visitors to be able to quickly find other sites that archive the poets’ body of work. The links also open up new windows instead of within the frames to help distinguish those sites from my own.  The Writings section point to two pages that consist of my complete notes on the excerpts from both Biographia Literaria and A Defence of Poetry.  Each link will also open up to new windows, so that if they desire to, site visitors can just read them next to the main site.  The way I have the links set up within the poems necessitated that I separate the excerpts.  Having this available in one document means visitors do not have to click on each individual link in the poems once again in order to view my annotations.    

This is the first time I have constructed a web page that is not an “everything-nothing” page, and I must admit that the process is very time-consuming.   Not that projects are not normally, even if they are not web pages, but I changed my mind so many times on what I kind of content I was going to put in and how to organize it that I am afraid that this site is anything but complete.  Every time I look at it, I want to add something. Also my being relatively new to making websites, in addition to the added learning curve associated with using a new software application, became a source of frustration at times.   I wanted a particular kind of interactivity, but I lacked the skills to implement them.  Originally, I had nested frames and flash texts.  The latter looked nice, but having that feature was not very logical.  It did not help the navigation of the site any; if anything, the text it displayed became redundant, so I ended up deleting it.  The nested frames just became confusing, so I was more than happy to use tables instead to do the layout for my site.  Complaints notwithstanding, I did enjoy doing this project for the most part.  The design aspect is interesting to me.  I want to learn more about it.  I had my boyfriend take a look at my site initially, and the feedback I got (“That doesn’t make sense. Why would you put that text next to the poem?”  This prompted me to label my comments with NOTE, MOTIF, STC, PBS…) made me realize how much I take the web for granted.  What makes sense to me, for example, will not necessarily hold true for someone else.  There are still parallels to writing a regular paper, the writing done is still for an audience, but now the audience is multiplied.  When writing a conventional paper, for example, once it has been printed out and handed in, it’s done. One doesn’t have to worry about the process the reader must go through in order to read it.  
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