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Abstract: Romanticism is the spirit that emerged in England during the 18th century and gained momentum 

with the publication of “The Lyrical Ballads” by William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge. The 

Romantics believe in the ideas or values of individualism, imagination and idealization of love, nature and the 

past. The group of romantics believed that imagination is superior to reason and devotion to beauty; and their 

love and worship for nature made them paganistic in their beliefs. They see the spirit of God in all aspects of 

Nature and consider nature the soul of man. Romanticism has always influenced and intrigued the Nagas 

probably because of the simple fact that they were Pagans themselves and worshipped stones, trees, rivers, the 

sun, the moon, etc. Infact they worshipped every part of nature and communicated with it. Spiritualizing nature 

comes naturally to the nagas as with the romantics. So, in most of naga writings especially poems, we see the 

romantic strain in terms of presentation and orientation. This paper presents a short account of three major 

naga poets and the romantic strain present in their poems. This has been achieved by taking into account the 

common and apparent ideals of the romantic age and relating it with the writings of the three naga poets. Ideals 

such as emphasis on emotional and imaginative spontaneity, importance on self expression and individual 

feeling, religious response to Nature, and the capacity for wonder and reverence for innocence of childhood or 

old moral values are being discussed. However, this piece of writing is purely subjective and not objective, based 

on personal opinion and understanding. This writing attempts to showcase the budding literary movement of 

Nagaland, situated in the north eastern part of India, its culture, history and identity which makes it unique and 

authentic and also an interesting subject for further speculations. Romanticism is universal; its spirit resides in 

every part of the world. 
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Romanticism according to the Webster dictionary is “a movement in the arts and literature which originated in 

the 18th century, emphasizing inspiration, subjectivity, and the primacy of the individual”. Then, what is 

subjective? And what is romantic? Subjectivity is nothing but the art of expressing one’s own personal thoughts 

and feelings in a work of art. It makes any work of art personal, evocative and inspirational; and Romantic is 

characterized by the expression of human emotions. Thus romanticism is nothing but the art of expressing 

personal thoughts and feelings in any work of art, be it poetic or prosaic. 

 

The beginning of the Romantic Movement dates way back to the 18th century, precisely 1798 with the 

publication of William Wordsworth’s “Lyrical Ballads “which denounced the use of artificial and frivolous 

language and encouraged the use of the language of common men in the production of verses. Historically, the 

romantic movement seemed to have started in England as a reaction to the Agricultural Revolution that drove 

away the land owners from their own lands; and the Industrial Revolution which gave them work no doubt, but 

was forced to work among the machines operated by steam power. The people during such circumstances 

became more aware about their personal rights and how they thought they were being abused. The only source 

of letting their voices known was through literary pieces. Thus, we see a variety of literary works during this 

period all having a romantic strain. Nature is important for a romantic writer; most probably as a revolt against 

the Industrial Revolution.  
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The physical landscape is prominent in the poetry of this period as manifested in the writings of Wordsworth, 

who is often described or referred to as a “nature poet”. However an interesting feature of the romantic poetry 

is that, though they talk about nature in the poems, the message is always of a higher order or wider concern and 

are often meditations on an emotional problem or personal crisis. The central features of Romanticism are: 

- Emphasis on emotional and imaginative spontaneity. 

- Importance on self expression and individual feeling. 

- It has a religious response to Nature. 

- A capacity for wonder and reverence for innocence of childhood or old moral values. 

  

Now that we have a vague idea about what Romanticism is all about, let us now focus our sights on Naga 

writings specifically poems in English and the romantic strain present in it. For this, I have taken into account 

three major poets of Nagaland- Temsula Ao, Nini Lungalang and Monalisa Changkija.  

 

Nagaland is a mountainous state situated in the north eastern part of India. It is home to diverse indigenous 

tribes with a vast expanse of rich Flora and Fauna. The literature of the nagas spring from folklores and tales as 

in the time of the English Chaucer, and passed down from generation to generation through oral tradition. The 

tales talk about the rich culture and traditions of the simple nagas who were known for their courage, valor, 

honesty, bravery and honor. Village life was the entire universe of the nagas, which made them well adjusted 

with the jungle life or as the romantics call, Nature. Nagas were animists, so they always had a close communion 

with nature since they worshipped every part of Nature. 

 

 Folklores and tales tell us stories of men communicating with Nature- the trees, wind, animals, stones, the sun 

and the moon. Today, Nagas might have moved away from their homogeneity owing to westernization, but 

their roots still lie with Nature; just as the prodigal son, Naga writers always seem to come back to nature 

because it makes up their soul. Naga writers cannot help but romanticize nature in their poems although the 

message they want to convey can be of a very different nature, the strain is always there. Let us try to analyze the 

poems of the poets mentioned above and try to uncover and understand the spirit of romanticism in their 

literary pieces. For this, let us take into account the features of the  English romantic age one by one and relate it 

with the literary pieces we are about to tackle. 

 

1. Emphasis on emotional and imaginative spontaneity: Wordsworth in his” Preface to the Lyrical Ballads 

“had opined that a romantic piece of art is nothing but the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings 

recollected in tranquility. This imaginative quality of the romantics makes them godlike, giving them the full 

freedom to create something new and make it believable. Wordsworth in “The Lyrical Ballads “suggests that 

it is a process in which the poetic mind moves first from physical sensation to spontaneous emotion. Only 

through the refinement of this second emotion can a poet truly express himself and produce poetry, which in 

itself means to create. Temsula Ao’s two poems “stone people from Lungterok” and “soul bird” represents 

physical sensation, the commencement of the imaginative process, through images of stones and trees, and birds 

and clouds; and ends with the spontaneous emotion of a frenzied hope and regret; and a final goodbye.  She 

opens her imaginative process in “Stone people from Lungterok” by narrating to us the origination of the Ao 

nagas in Lungterok- the six stones. She says- “…the stone people were born\out of the womb\of the 

earth”. The poem then goes on to sing praises about the stone people, their courage and valor and their unique 

abilities to communicate with nature- 

“Stone people, 

The romantics 
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Who believed 

The sun can sulk  

The moon can hide 

And the stars are not stars 

But pure souls 

Watching over bereaved hearts” 

She continues to describe the stone people through a purely physical description- “planters and growers”; 

“hunters and carvers”; “singers and taker of heads”; “gentle lovers and savage heroes”. Temsula Ao’s 

imagination reaches its pinnacle when she talks about how the stone people worship the unknown and unseen 

spirits of trees and forests and stone and rivers and are “believer of soul/ and its varied forms.” When she 

cannot advance beyond this point of thought, she explores the second emotion not only by the contemplation 

of her own heart but also by posing the readers two questions “Was the birth adult when the stone broke?” or 

“Are the stone people yet to come of age?” The questions are philosophical and rhetoric which leaves the 

readers in deep purging thought.  

 

In “Soul Bird” the physical sensation is ignited with the image of a funeral rite being carried out while a hawk 

flies overhead at the same time- “I watch a lonely hawk\soaring\amidst the swirling blue”. The image 

then shifts to the movement of the hawk in “hesitant circles” while the grandmother and the child look upon. 

The final emotion is exemplified in the words of the grandmother when she says “that’s your mother’s soul\ 

saying her final goodbye.” The ending emotion talks about the philosophy of life after death, and the 

traditional final goodbye- a belief of the Ao Nagas that the sighting of birds, especially of hawks, is considered to 

be the last appearance of a loved one on earth.  

 

Imagination lies in the heart of all romantic lyrics because the romantics are always in the pursuit of creating a 

new thought or concept. Although the ultimate creation may be less impactful or unattainable at times, the 

process is still valuable because it forces the mind to fully experience and reflect upon its perceptions and 

emotions. 

 

2. Importance on self expression and individual feeling: The most common feature that we find in the 

romantics is the spirit of self expression and individual feeling or individualism. Mainly as a reaction against the 

factory system and the formalism of the neo classics, the romantics stressed on the individuality of the artist’s 

expression- the unique and even the eccentric. The idea of individualism was embraced and perfected by Lord 

George Gordon Byron, he considered it as the highest good and embraces nature in all its vivaciousness and 

wildness, not in its natural setting but as the natural state of a man’s soul. Individualism in Naga writings is also a 

major trend.  However, unlike the English romantic individualism that sprung out of the factory system and its 

oppression, Naga individualism springs from social oppression; not physical but more emotional and 

psychological. Nini Lungalang’s poem “Mirror” talks about the struggle for identity or individualism of the girl 

child in the Naga society. Culturally rooted and obligated, the girl child has to conform to sameness, continuity 

and identification with the female Nagas, having no identity or individuality of her own. The tone of pain and 

regret in the poem is itself a manifestation of one’s desire for individuality. The first stanza of the poem says, 

“They say I look a lot like my mother: 

I do not think this pleases her. 

It cannot please her. 

I do not blame her, 

But we have learnt, she and I, 

To live with our mirror.”  
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Here, the likeness to the mother is not physical but only skin deep. In the preceding lines, we see how the 

poetess recalls how she hated the “ideal” her mother wanted her to be. Despite her inner rebellion, she cannot 

help but look like her mother. The image of the “mirror” is not a tangible mirror, a physical mirror but more 

psychological where the poetess has no room for individual expression but can only conform to the stereotypes. 

However the ironical eccentricity of the poem lies in the fact that no matter how the poetess might have 

despised her mother for curbing her identity, she cannot help but notice that her daughter has also become her 

mirror. The last stanza says: 

“So you see, I look a lot like my mother. 

She’s stamped herself soul deep in me  

With things that are of hers 

And things that are of hers 

And did not want to be… 

Yes- I look a lot like my mother 

And my daughter looks  

A lot like me.” 

Despite of being a victim, Nini Lungalang in this poem asserts her right to an identity of her own although she 

might never have gained it as she wished. The romantic strain lingers on in the fact that the realization itself is a 

victory of the individual and her strong spirit over any kind of oppressor trying to silence her.  

 

The importance on self expression and individual feeling is also further exemplified by Mona Lisa Changkija’s 

poem “Cain’s shoes” which talks about the social problems of the naga society. The poem shouts out the idea 

of self expression, the innermost thoughts of the poetess asserting her individuality. In “Cain’s shoes” the poet 

calls our attention to refrain from making hasty judgements and to be free from personal prejudices. This can be 

considered as a reflection of the narrow mindedness of the Naga society and thus, the burning desire of the poet 

to discuss this matter in her poem. The poet further questions the attitude of retaliation and revenge which 

never brings any lasting solutions to problems. Her call is to forget the past and forgive and reconcile with one 

another. She brings the analogy of the story of Cain and Abel in the bible and tells the readers about how we 

have all inherited a bit of Cain’s shoes. She says: 

The past must be forgotten  

But that is an exercise in folly 

For all of us have a little 

Of Cain in us 

And his shoes fit us perfectly. 

Alas! So does Abel’s.  

 

3. It has a religious response to Nature: The romantics greatly believed and opined that nature should not just 

be seen for aesthetic pleasure but as a living force made by a creator or this living force being the creator itself. 

Most romantics were not Christian in their beliefs so we see them going to nature as their source of divine 

inspiration. Shelley was an atheist and wordsworth an apenthiest and their words exemplify this trait of the 

romantics. Much of the romantic poetry celebrates the beauty of nature and regards it as a divine force. Like the 

romantics Nagas also lived a Pagan life before the advent of Christianity. This is the reason why we find a hint 

of heritage of paganism in naga poems. The poets are seen spiritualizing nature where nature itself speaks and 

teaches just like in romantic poems. Although the theme that the naga poets ponder on may be far apart from 

the romantics but the treatment of nature is always very similar.  
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Temsula Ao’s “Stone people from Lungterok” talks about a race that emerged from stones. She says “the 

stone people\ were born\ out of the womb\ of the earth”, The Earth being personified as a woman having a 

womb and bearing children. This reminds us of Wordsworth’s Nature as a mother in the Lucy poems who 

nurtured Lucy to perfection. Temsula Ao then goes on to describe the people born from the earth as having 

powerful qualities only attributed through Nature- “The Polygots,\knowledgeable\in birds language\ and 

animal discourse\ the students\who learnt from ants\ the art of carving”. Nature is presented by Temsula Ao as 

a teacher as believed by the romantics. The romantic strain finds its maturity, and the spiritualization of nature is 

seen when she  says-  

“stone people 

The romantics 

Who believed 

The sun can sulk 

The moon can hide 

And the stars are not stars 

But pure souls 

Watching over bereaved souls”. 

She further presents the stone people as worshippers of the trees and stones and rivers gaining their spirituality 

from it.  

 

4. A capacity for wonder and reverence for innocence of childhood or old moral values:  The seventeenth 

and eighteenth century saw a philosophical and psychological debate about how the mind was formed and 

stocked with ideas. Some argued that children were born with their mind as a blank page, wherein must be 

written on and must be filled with knowledge, ideas and values which modified by experience would equip them 

to be social beings. The Christian view however opined that children were born in original sin and that their 

souls must be cleansed. In both these views childhood was viewed as a preparation for adulthood with little 

value as a period in the life of an individual. However the romantics opine that children are born in innocence 

and corrupted by society. The romantic poets were very much influenced by the idea of the innocence of 

childhood that they celebrated it as a separate and valuable state and often yearned for it. Nature is pure and 

uncorrupted and so is childhood. The unprejudiced and innocent perception of the world from a child’s view is 

nonetheless wonderful and so the romantics lay special stress on this wonder. Similarly, the naga poets also long 

for such unprejudiced and uncorrupted perception not particularly of childhood but of the society as a whole. 

Regeneration of old moral values is the burning quest in most of their writings. Nagas are known for their 

courage, valor, honesty and bravery particularly because of being a head hunting race.  

 

Temsula Ao’s “Stone people from Lungterok” exemplifies the great past glory of the nagas as she presents the 

qualities attributed to these simple young race in an epic manner. Words like “polyglots”, “barbaric”, “balladic” 

describe these people not as an insult but more as an attribute described in wonder. The poem presents their 

simple yet honest life and by the end of the poem, the poet is seen asking two very rhetorical questions: “was the 

birth adult when the stone broke?” “Or are the stone people yet to come of age?” These two questions show the 

poets yearning for the lost old moral values. The first question being more of an astonished admission of not 

being able to comprehend the fact that such an honest and wonderful race existed in such barbaric times. The 

second question lays down the yearning of the poetess for such morals and values again among the nagas. As 

the romantics believed, society has corrupted the individual and the poetess longs for the lost innocence. 
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 “Soul bird” also presents to us the innocence of childhood. The child is unaware or unaffected by the loss of 

her mother not because she does not grieve but because she is too innocently incapable of feeling pain or 

foreseeing the harsh world of an orphan. The poem presents the young girl being unaffected by the things going 

on around her but being distracted by the movement of a hawk overhead, only to be reminded to her that it is 

the soul of her mother. Monalisa Changkija’s poem “Cain’s Shoes” also presents to us the poet’s yearning for 

an uncorrupted society and a wish for the old morals and values. The poem presents the present day scenario of 

the nagas bound by hatred, revenge and rumors. Just as Cain in the Bible who killed his brother Abel, the nagas 

have resorted to violence, retaliation and revenge. Her clarion call is to forgive, forget and reconcile and live in 

harmony like the past.  

 

The English romantic age might have started and ended way back, but the ideals still remains. The romantic 

ideals were simple, noble and true and maybe it is for this reason that Naga poets keep coming to this spirit to 

let their voices heard. Wordsworth had stressed on the use of simple language, the language of the common 

man in literary writings and he himself exemplified this statement by the use of simple language in his poems. 

Naga poets undoubtedly follow the same regime. The use of simple language is apparent and so the words seem 

to spring out from the soul. Although the structure of Naga poems are more modern with their employment of 

free verse and no strict structure of rhyme schemes, their theme employment  and word usage is definitely 

romantic. The English romantic age brought about great changes as it was an era of discovery and wonder. 

Education went through changes of advancement in different ways. It gave a tremendous push to politics 

through the discussion of burning political, societal and economic problems in the poems of the romantics. The 

romantic era paved the way for great advancement in the field of arts, commerce and literature in the Victorian 

period. Thus, we cannot help but be hopeful of a greater era coming for the nagas. This maybe just the 

beginning of a better future in the field of literature for the few poets who with their romantic spirit is 

continuously and tirelessly voicing out their opinions and concerns for a better society. The sun has just risen; it 

is still young and uncorrupted. We await for that great day when the sun will shine at the zenith and bring about 

great changes and carry these voices to the remotest corners of the world.  
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